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A DREAM TO BUILD ON 
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After her grandmother dies, Carlotta 
Kennerly can’t bear to sell her grand- 
parents’ farm. Her family often lived 
there during Carlotta’s turbulent child- 
hood, and the old farmhouse is home 
to her. With no job or money, however, 
her dream of settling in River Bend for 
good doesn’t seem possible. Work is 
scarce in the small town, and her 
French-literature degree isn’t any help. 

Suddenly Carlotta finds the solu- 
tion—she’ll build a house on her vacant 
property and sell it! Despite her energy 
and enthusiasm, she runs into obstacles 
at every turn. It seems someone doesn’t 
want the house to be built—first her 
foundation stakes are pulled up, next 
she’s almost denied a loan, and then her 


only employee quits, leaving her with | 
the skeleton of a house! Carlotta’s — 


hopes are rekindled when handsome 
Shawn Landrew shows up, bringing 
new workers and romance back into 
her life. But as the construction re- 
sumes, Carlotta discovers that whoever 
has been hindering her project isn’t 
through—and the worst may be yet to 
come... . 
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Chapter One 


D usk came on in purple-gray shadows, 
and from the bare kitchen window facing 
west, the countryside at twilight, with the 
dark trees a silhouette against the still 
faintly pink springtime sky, looked like a 
framed watercolor. Carlotta Kennerly 
turned reluctantly from the peaceful pan- 
orama, measured coffee into the drip con- 
tainer, filled the coffee maker with water, 
and switched the dial to “brew” position. 

She assembled plates, mugs, silverware, 
and napkins on a tray and sliced the cake 
she had taken from the freezer earlier, now 
perfectly thawed—a dark Dutch chocolate, 
her brother’s favorite. It was one of the sev- 
eral varieties neighbors had brought two 
weeks ago on the occasion of her grand- 
mother’s funeral. She had blessed the kind- 
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ness of these old friends and had relegated 
the overflow of their generous offerings of 
casseroles, pies, and cakes to the freezer for 
later. 

She still missed her grandmother acutely. 
In a way, her death had been harder to cope 
with than had the auto accident that had 
snuffed out her parents’ lives two years ago. 
They, busy, active, always on the go, had 
never seemed as close, really, as the aging, 
fragile grandparent with whom she had 
come to live four years ago. 

‘“‘Are you sure I can’t help?’’ Her sister- 
in-law’s voice floated through the screen 
door, interrupting her reverie. 

“No, thanks, Dawn. Everything’s under 
control. ’'m just waiting for the coffee. You 
two stay out there and relax. You’ve had 
a long drive.” 

“It’s great out here tonight,” her brother, 
David, called. “This is heaven after being 
cooped up in the apartment every night this 
week.” 

“It’s the first night this year it’s been 
warm enough to sit outside,” she told him, 
“so I thought we’d make the most of it.” 
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By the time she had the tray ready and 
started to the back porch, the lavender twi- 
light had changed—intensified as though 
someone, not the original artist, had taken 
a stick of charcoal and drawn its flat side 
across the landscape, leaving the delicate 
images of minutes ago smudged and 
blurred by darkness. The analogy could 
easily apply to her own future, she 
thought—t lay before her, a smudged, dark 
void. 

“Let’s get some light out here. David, 
would you turn on the lamppost?’” she 
asked as she set out the plates on the red- 
wood table and began to pour the coffee. 
“Better keep the bugs out there in the yard 
than turn on the porch light and have them 
flying around our food.” 

The lights, a cluster of three posts in 
graduated height, made a glowing arc of 
brightness over the backyard and across the 
porch. Carlotta carried only a cup of coffee 
over to her chair and sank down with a 
heavy sigh. She kicked off her shoes and 
propped her feet up on the low porch rail- 
ing. ‘““Ohhh, that feels good,” she said, flex- 
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ing her bare toes. ‘“‘My feet feel like they’ve 
walked five thousand miles in the last 
week.” 

“Did you find a job yet?” David asked. 

“Not even a nibble. There’s nobody in 
the whole city of River Bend interested in 
hiring anyone with a degree in French liter- 
ature and no job experience.” 

‘Have you applied to a lot of places?” 
Dawn asked. 

‘““Everyplace. I answered every single ad 
in the newspapers and even went into a few 
places and asked if there might be openings 
coming up. Nothing. Not even a maybe or 
a ‘We'll call you.’ ” She turned toward her 
brother. “I don’t know what I’m going to 
do, David. I really don’t.” 

‘What did you intend to do originally— 
I mean with your major in French lit?” 
Dawn asked. 

“Teaching was what I was thinking of 
when I started—but that’s pretty much a 
college subject, and an undergraduate de- 
gree doesn’t open any doors there.”’ 

“But why not go to graduate school?” 
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David asked. “Isn’t there enough money 
for that?” 

“No, there isn’t. There’s no money left 
for anything. Grandma’s insurance didn’t 
cover all the medical bills during her final 
illness. It’s been so tough for the last year, 
I’ve had to pinch every penny till it 
screamed just to keep the bills paid.” 

“Carlotta! You never said a word! I 
might have been able to help a little... .” 

She reached over and laid an affectionate 
hand on her brother’s arm. “I know you 
would have tried, but you have financial 
problems of your own. Anyway, this was 
my responsibility. The agreement was that 
whichever of us would come and live with 
Grandma so she wouldn’t have to go to a 
nursing home would inherit the estate— 
and since I was available to come and you 
weren’t, it shouldn’t mean I inherit and you 
help with the bills.” 

“Have you thought about selling the 
house? If you sold out and came back home 
to Illinois, you’d at least have some capital; 
your job opportunities wouldn’t be so lim- 
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ited in Chicago—or you could go on to 
graduate school and teach.” 

She shook her head. “I don’t want to 
teach. I was too immature to know what I 
wanted when I started the major. I think 
it was just a romantic gesture—because 
we’d heard so much about France from 
Mama.” 

“What would you like to do?” Dawn 
asked. “I mean, assuming the ideal job be- 
came available.” 

“IT don’t know. I’ve never had time to 
think it out, but I know it would be some- 
thing out of doors, where I could use my 
hands as well as my mind. There’s probably 
no such thing available to me, but if there 
is, it would be ideal. I’ve had to do so much 
work—actual physical labor in the last 
years—I think being shut up in an office or 
a classroom would be deadly now.” 

“But there’s that property Grandpa al- 
ways called the river field,’ David said. “If 
you sold that, you’d have some cash to live 
on while you took more time to look 
around.” 


“The river field,” she told him sadly, 
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“has already been sold—all but seven acres. 
Without the money from that, Grandma 
wouldn’t have had what she needed toward 
the end of her life.”’ 

“Carlotta, I had no idea things had been 
this bad for you. I hope you at least got a 
fair price for the land.” 

“He got a fair price—the buyer, I mean. 
I didn’t. In fact, he practically stole it be- 
cause we needed the money so badly and 
there wasn’t time to wait for a buyer who 
would pay fair-market value.”’ 

“But you say there are seven acres left— 
maybe a builder would be interested. It’s 
close enough to River Bend to make it a de- 
sirable property for a builder to develop.” 

“A builder,” she told him bitterly, “‘is 
who bought the other acres. Do you re- 
member Sam Benson?” 

“That carpenter—lived out the highway 
and used to work for Grandpa sometimes?” 

“That’s the one. He put a roof on our 
barn one summer, remember? And 
Grandpa said a ten-year-old boy could have 
done a better job.” 

‘And he’s building houses now?” 
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“That’s what he’s been doing with the 
river field, building houses on speculation. 
I don’t even want to think about it—you 
wouldn’t believe the profit he’s been making 
from Grandpa’s old field. He knew we were 
in a bind here, and he made a take-it-or- 
leave-it offer that amounted to—well, out- 
right theft. I don’t ever want to be in a posi- 
tion again where selling off an asset is a 
matter of life or death.” 

“Then why don’t you just close up the 
house for a while—or put it on the market 
and wait it out for a good price—and come 
back to Chicago with David and me?” 
Dawn suggested. “You could take your 
time about selling and looking for a job that 
way.” 

“Thanks, Dawn. It’s very sweet of you 
to offer, and don’t think I don’t appreciate 
it, but I really want to keep this place. So 
much has happened to all of us in the last 
five years—first, Grandpa’s death, then 
Mama and Daddy, and now Grandma. It 
would be almost like losing another person 
to let it go.” 

“You and David did spend a lot of time 
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here when you were growing up, didn’t 
you?” 

‘This was home—at least the only secure 
one we ever had.” She closed her eyes and 
could see them so clearly now—all of them, 
gathered here on a summer evening, her 
big, blond handsome father entertaining 
them with some new scheme to get rich. He 
had been a salesman when he met and mar- 
ried their mother, a showgirl in Las Vegas. 
“Tt wasn’t her good looks; it was her accent 
that snared me,” he used to tease. 

A dancer, she was only recently from 
France when he met her, and as long as she 
lived, she had retained that charming, frac- 
tured way of speaking English, along with 
the stunning good looks and the glamour 
of a Hollywood leading lady. 

But charming and lovable as they were, 
neither had been able to offer a stable envi- 
ronment to their children. They both lived 
for today, expecting tomorrow to take care 
of itself. While there had been times of lux- 
ury, there had also been many times when 
they didn’t know where the next meal was 
coming from. It was during periods like 
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that—sometimes brief, sometimes for 
months—that they would all come home to 
live on the farm. 

And Grandma and Grandpa were always 
delighted. While they used to say they 
couldn’t understand how they had pro- 
duced a son who didn’t know how to save 
a penny against a rainy day, they would 
also remark they didn’t know how plain 
people such as they had acquired this 
French beauty for a daughter. “But ’m 
grateful providence provided,’ Grandma 
used to add. 

And, in turn, their mother had adored 
her “American parents” as much as they 
had loved her. Carlotta smiled now to re- 
member her, glamour still intact, bustling 
around the farm to help them with chores. 

She supposed it must have been their 
mother’s taste for luxury that brought them 
to periodic penury. Their father adored her, 
and as long as he lived, he would have spent 
his last dime and borrowed to the hilt to 
provide her with any bauble that caught her 
fancy. 

So while Carlotta and David had come 
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from a happy, loving family, it was only in 
this old farmhouse that they had been really 
secure. To give it up now would be to be- 
come as rootless and lost as a tumbleweed 
blowing in the wind. 

“IT can certainly understand why you 
would want to keep it,” David said, as if 
reading her mind. 

“Don’t you too?” she asked, coming back 
to present reality and turning to look at 
him. “Don’t you want your children to be 
able to come here?” 

“Of course I do, but not at the expense 
of its causing a hardship for you. If you 
can’t find a job here, what will you do? 
There won’t be any way for you to keep the 
house, pay taxes, pay bills, even to live.” 

“T’ll give it another week or two before 
I toss in the towel. Maybe something will— 
There’s the phone. Probably one of the 
neighbors calling to see if everything is all 
right here. They’ve all been so kind. . . . Ex- 
cuse me while I answer it.” 

Minutes later she was back, trembling 
with indignation as she slammed the screen 
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door. “Speak of the devil, and he material- 
izes!” 

“What’s that?” David sat up abruptly. 
‘“‘Who was it?” 

“Sam Benson. That vulture couldn’t 
wait.” 

‘What did he want?” 

“Everything. This—our house, the re- 
mainder of the farm, the rest of the river 
field. Said he would be glad to take it all off 
my hands.” She laughed harshly. “I guess 
he would. You should have heard what he 
thinks I should sell it to him for. I suppose 
the little I let him have the other for has 
convinced him I’m the dumbest person who 
ever lived!” 

“What did you tell him?” 

“IT told him no. But not quite that po- 
litely. I reminded him he had ripped me off 
before when he knew of my grandmother’s 
need, but he won’t do it again. Oh, David, 
what is it with some people that when they 
see a person in need, they can take advan- 
tage like that? What makes them want to 
take away everything you have left in the 
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world for pennies? I could never do that to 
anybody.” 

“Greed doesn’t have a conscience. When 
there’s a chance to turn your misfortune to 
their own profit, some people will stop at 
nothing.” 

She stood, arms folded, leaning back 
against the porch support post, looking out 
across the yard. Under the lights, her 
grandmother’s flower beds, still blooming 
on, lifted their multicolored petals. The 
scent of summer, only days away, drifted 
toward them, warm and fragrant on the 
night wind. 

And suddenly she had an inspiration so 
intense and acute, it had come to her almost 
as a revelation. ‘““David! Dawn!” 

She swung around toward them, her 
voice so high with excitement that her 
sister-in-law started visibly, sloshing the 
cup of coffee she had just started to pour. 

“T have it! I just thought of what could 
be the answer to everything! Why can’t J 
build a house on that vacant land and sell 
hei 

‘You? By yourself?”? Dawn asked, star- 
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ing at her in astonishment. “But building 
a house must be the most complicated 
thing . . . and terribly hard work, lifting 
heavy materials... .” 

“T’ve been doing what amounted to a 
man’s work around here for the last two 
years. There were so many repair jobs that 
had to be done, and we couldn’t afford to 
hire anyone. I think I’ve studied every do- 
it-yourself book on the market already. 
Last year I had to put a new roof on the 
kitchen-dining room el after it began to leak 
badly, and as for lifting heavy loads, I’ve 
been hefting those around for years.” 

David studied her thoughtfully. ““Build- 
ing a house wouldn’t be entirely foreign to 
you, either. Remember that summer we 
spent with Uncle Ned and Aunt Emmalee? 
We lived in the house trailer while they 
built their new house. How old were you? 
I remember we both helped—from the 
foundation to the finished house.” 

“IT was sixteen. Yes, we were always in 
the middle of everything. I remember they 
let me drive the last nail... made a big cere- 
mony of that and said, ‘Carlotta finished 
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the house.’ Building a house,’ she said, 
turning to her sister-in-law, ‘“‘is not nearly 
as complicated as it might seem when you 
look at the finished product.” 

“I don’t see any reason why you 
couldn’t,’’ David said, beginning to catch 
some of her excitement, “except for the 
money problem. It would take a fair 
amount of cash to begin.” 

“There has to be a way! A bank loan? 
Maybe I can borrow on the property until 
the house is finished and sold. Oh, David! 
I can’t wait to get started. It will work. It 
just has to. Pll make it—I know I will!’ 

“You know what? I’d bet on you!”’ David 
said. “First thing tomorrow morning we’re 
going out there and look over the land, se- 
lect a site, and get you some house plans!”’ 


Chapter Two 


esis was up early the next morning, 
while the dawn was only a pale light on the 
eastern horizon. She went quietly down the 
back stairs so she wouldn’t awaken David 
and Dawn. From the cool, dark kitchen she 
could see that the sky was clear and that 
tatters of mist floated in the treetops—all 
portents of a fine day to come. It was the 
first time in weeks that she had felt any opti- 
mism, and this sudden lifting of her spirits 
gave her both a sharp appetite and an eager- 
ness to be out of doors. 

Strawberries, she thought—perfect for 
breakfast. She got the baskets and went out- 
side, across the back porch, and out on the 
dew-drenched lawn toward the field that 
lay beyond. Birds were beginning to stir in 
the trees, calling out their morning melo- 
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dies as the light glowed brighter where the 
sun would soon rise. 

She glanced to her right to see if the 
lights were on in the neighbors’ kitchen. 
The gray cottage was still in darkness be- 
yond the lilac hedge. Tom and Mary Jef- 
fers, like her grandparents, had also been 
farmers once and, like them, as they grew 
older and unable to do the heavier work, 
they had sold off much of their fields. All 
that was left of either farm now was a few 
acres surrounding the farmhouses. The city 
had already begun to reach out this way, 
stretching its suburbs across what had once 
been old farms. 

She was grateful her grandfather had re- 
tained enough of their place so that the barn 
remained. That, the big white farmhouse, 
this field which contained the orchard and 
a variety of berry patches, gave her a feeling 
of continuity, a familiar oasis in the chang- 
ing landscape around her. 

The strawberries were at their peak, and 
she quickly filled her baskets and crossed 
over to the Jefferses’ to leave a heaping 
quart of the lush fruit on their back porch. 
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Having this aging couple next door was also 
continuity; in a way, it was almost like hav- 
ing grandparents with her still. 

She came back to her own kitchen to find 
that David and Dawn were already up and 
had the coffee brewing. “Oh, we thought 
you were still asleep,’ Dawn said. “We 
wanted to get up early and help you start 
on your new business. ... Oh, yum! Straw- 
berries! My very favorite breakfast.” 

“And still dew-wet; you'll never get that 
in your Chicago apartment. What else shall 
we have?” Carlotta went to stand at the re- 
frigerator, peering in the open door. 

“You girls sit down,” David said. “I’ve 
already got it underway. I’m going to make 
a regular old farmer’s breakfast—give us 
the energy we need to start this building 
project.” 

“Listen to him,’’ Dawn said. ‘“‘He’ll have 
your house built today—mentally, at least!” 

Carlotta took the strawberries to the sink 
to wash them and remove the stems. ‘“‘Birds 
of a feather,” she said, turning to smile at 
her sister-in-law. “That’s what David and 
I are. Once we decided something needed 
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doing, we could never wait to get started on 
ite 

“Oh, don’t think I don’t appreciate what 
a prize I have in your brother! He’s a better 
cook than I’ll ever be, and always ready to 
pitch in and help with everything.” 

“We both learned early,” Carlotta said, 
her eyes distant with the memory of their 
growing-up years. “Sometimes it seemed 
we were the adults and Mama and Daddy 
were the children. I can remember being 
ten years old and David twelve, and there 
we'd be, sitting up—staying awake until 
after midnight when Mama and Daddy 
were out—and we never knew if they had 
their key or they’d lost it somewhere.” 

‘““And we'd have the black coffee ready,” 
David said, “or a nourishing meal, and 
we'd still stay up until we’d urged them off 
to bed. It wasn’t an all-time thing, of 
course, but it happened enough that we 
learned to do for ourselves—and them.” 

“You’re birds of a feather in more ways 
than your personalities—I never realized 
how alike you two look. You might almost 
be twins.” 
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It was true. David and Carlotta, standing 
side by side at the counter, were very simi- 
lar in looks. Both had the same shade of 
black hair; both had the very straight line 
of eyebrows above sleepy, slate-gray eyes 
that sometimes darkened to indigo in anger 
or indignation, and they both had the same 
full, sensual mouth. 

Only, David was six feet of brawn, while 
Carlotta, five inches shorter, was slender, 
but with a figure made sinewy and supple 
by the exercise of physical labor. And her 
skin was more touched by the blush of sun- 
shine and fresh air. 

“It must have been exciting, all the 
same—living with your parents, I mean,” 
Dawn mused. “Imagine having such a 
handsome father and a mother who’d been 
a French showgirl and still looked the 
part.” 

“That’s the kind of thing that always 
looks better from somebody else’s point of 
view,” David told her thoughtfully. ‘Yes, 
we loved them both, of course .. . but there 
wasn’t a lot of stability.” 

“It worked the other way too, I think,’’ 
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Carlotta said. “I think we matured emo- 
tionally earlier than our friends. We had to 
in order to remain problem-free ourselves. 
I don’t think I could have done as much for 
Grandma otherwise—I was only nineteen 
four years ago when I came to take over her 
care, and there were always so many deci- 
sions that had to be made. Budgeting was 
always a problem. . . handling money was 
something David and I had learned the 
hard way. Mama and Daddy were so free 
and easy with money—it was always feast 
or famine.” 

“Hey, let’s get this show on the road,” 
David said, bringing a stack of pancakes to 
the table. ‘“‘How’s this for a meal to start the 
day off right? Pancakes, country butter, 
maple syrup, scrambled eggs, strawberries 
and cream, and a big, hot mug of coffee!” 

“Perfect, if you want to get fat in a 
hurry,” Dawn said, looking at the food in 
front of her in momentary alarm before she 
picked up her fork to dig in. 

“Go on! Dainty little blonde like you. 
You won’t be fat even when you're fifty. Eat 
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up. It will give you enough energy to keep 
up with Carlotta and me.” 


The sun was well up and the dew off the 
grass when Carlotta drove the battered old 
station wagon out of the garage and headed 
down the road toward the river field. 

‘How far out there is it?” Dawn asked. 

“T’d say it’s a good ten miles, don’t you 
think, Carlotta?’’ David asked. ““The land, 
as I recall it, used to be a twenty-acre field 
Grandpa planted in wheat.” 

“That’s about it. The city hasn’t spread 
out that way yet—that’s why there were no 
takers but Benson when I put part of it up 
for sale. I guess he was willing to take a 
gamble to get it so cheap.” 

“How long ago was it you sold to him?” 

“A little over a year—when Grandma 
had the first stroke. Fortunately, she had al- 
ready put everything in my name so there 
wouldn’t be inheritance taxes. Otherwise 
we would have been in a bad way then, with 
her incapable and hardly anything left in 
the bank account.” 
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‘“*How many houses has he built on the 
plot you sold to him?” 

~ “Pm not sure. I know he’s still working 
out there . . . one of the neighbors has a 
- niece who bought one of his houses. She 
and her husband claim it hasn’t been the 
best buy in the world—a lot of structural 
problems, apparently, and he’s tried to cut 
costs by using cheap materials. Benson is 
getting a reputation for doing shoddy 
work.” 

“So much the better for you,” David 
said. ““You can go Benson one better. No- 
body has to build a doghouse just to keep 
costs down. And it should be just as easy 
to design something attractive as awful.” 

“That’s what I’d like to do—make this 
first house a model of simplicity so it will 
be easy for me to construct, but do it with 
as much good design as possible.”’ 

“The first one?” Dawn asked. “Hey, 
you’re going into this for real, aren’t you?” 

“Well, if I do a good job—which I truly 
will make a big effort to do—and sell it, why 
not another, and then another? There’s a lot 
more potential there than any of these little 
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dead-end jobs I’ve been getting turned 
down for.” 

They were silent as the drive led past 
farmland, already alive with activity. Men 
were out on farm machinery, tilling the 
fields; or, passing dairy farms, the meadows 
were dotted with cattle grazing. It was 
peaceful and pastoral, and for the first time 
Carlotta began to think with some misgiv- 
ing of the somewhat awesome undertaking 
she was about to enter into. 

Directly around a bend in the road they 
came upon the sign: Sam Benson’s Better 
Buildings. ““A rather gauche slogan,” Dawn 
said, “especially if he does inferior work.” 

David whistled. ““Look at that mess! He’s 
been busy, if nothing else.” 

A yellow bulldozer was parked beside the 
highway, and out beyond it the scarred 
earth lay in mounds of dirt and debris. They 
counted six houses in varying stages of 
completion and two that appeared to have 
already been sold, or at least were occupied. 

“Then it’s the upper end—the seven 
acres you kept, out where the trees are?”’ 
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David remarked. “That’s good. It’s a better 
site for housing out there.” 

Carlotta parked at the far end of what re- 
mained of her property, and the three of 
them got out to look around. The row of 
trees ran all the way back to the riverbank. 
The field was level with the highway, and 
both were on a high rise above the narrow, 
winding river that ran below. “It’s well 
above the flood level,’ Carlotta said. “I re- 
member Grandpa saying the river never 
rose anywhere near these fields.”’ 

“But what will be your first step after you 
select a building site?”” Dawn asked. “How 
do you get started?” 

“Tl first have to get a building permit,”’ 
Carlotta told her, “officially, before the 
house is under construction, that is. But 
that I’ll attend to next week. Not having a 
permit won’t stop us from staking out a 
foundation right now. . . . Look, there’s 
Benson’s truck pulling in down there. I was 
hoping that since today is Saturday, he 
wouldn’t be around.” 

‘“‘What do you think about this area right 
here, Carlotta, to build the first? A corner 
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lot might be more desirable for a first sale. 
You could leave this strip along the edge 
here, where Grandpa had the old wagon 
road. If you paved it for your access 
street—”’ 

“T think you’re right. Build a house— 
say, here... .”” She walked well back into 
the corner of the plot. “Build it to face the 
highway, but several yards back to leave a 
good-sized front lawn.” 

“Right. I wouldn’t build them as close as 
Benson is doing, if I were you. Of course, 
you’d get more houses in that way, but 
you'd have less-desirable properties.” 

“But how do you start?” Dawn looked 
thoroughly perplexed. ‘““When you look at 
a house, it just looks like the most mysteri- 
ous, complicated thing to have built. I 
wouldn’t have the faintest idea what to do.” 

“You start with a foundation,” Carlotta 
told her, ‘and build from there upward. 
There’s nothing really complicated at all. 
Exact, of course... measuring, cutting, and 
placement are all critical . . . but you just 
do it a step at a time and make sure every- 
thing is done right.” 
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“You have to use a transit, or square, or 
some instrument to make sure your founda- 
tion lines are all exactly right,” David told 
Dawn. “‘That’s the first step. I’d show you 
that one if we’d brought a square and some 
fine?’ 

““Grandpa’s old transit is in the garage, 
David. Why don’t you two run back and 
get it? There should be a roll of nylon rope 
in the kitchen closet. I'll stay here and get 
rid of these rocks and debris on the lot.” 
Carlotta tossed him the keys. 

“Tl stay and help Carlotta while you 
go,’ Dawn said. 

The station wagon was barely out of sight 
before Sam Benson came walking across 
the field to where Dawn and Carlotta were 
working. “Well, I’m glad to see you’re 
thinking over my offer after all,” he said 
with the faint trace of a smirk settling over 
his face. 

Sam was a small, thin man, and Carlotta, 
straightening up from her work to face him, 
thought there was something of the look of 
a weasel in his appearance. She remem- 
bered once, a long time ago, she and her 
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grandfather had found a weasel in the barn 
where it had a chicken cornered and was 
poised for attack. 

“A nasty animal,” her grandfather had 
said. ‘One you want to have as little to do 
with as possible.”” The echo of that pro- 
nouncement struck her now as being apro- 
pos of this man. He had taken advantage 
of what he knew to be her grandmother’s 
medical need. Of course, there were many 
people in the world capable of taking ad- 
vantage of another’s need, but it occurred 
to her that this man could be a threat as 
well. 

“No. I hadn’t thought any more about 
it,” she said. 

He looked at Dawn suspiciously, squint- 
ing at her with his small, hard, close-set 
eyes. “You thinking of buying this land? If 
you are, I'd better warn you I’m taking 
steps to get zoning out here, and that will 
limit what you can do with it.” 

Dawn stared back at him without com- 
ment. 

“If you’re successful in getting zoning 
that rules out residential building,’ Car- 
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lotta told him, ‘“‘you’ll rule out your own 
Operation.” 

“If you’re thinking of building a home, 
come down here and let me show you one 
of my models,” he persisted. “I’ve got some 
fine houses already underway.” 

“I’m building a house on this lot,’’ Car- 
lotta told him. 

“You?” He looked at her in amazement. 
“Oh, you mean you’re having one built. For 
a minute there, I thought you meant you’re 
going to do the construction.” 

Pieam;’’ 

““Now see here! I know you didn’t like the 
offer I made you last night, but I could go 
a little higher.” 

“I’m sure you could.” 

“How much would you have to have for 
these other acres? Within reason, I mean to 
say. I won’t pay what you want me to, but 
I’m willing to take them off your hands.” 

“T’ll bet you are. This seven-acre plot is 
not for sale.”’ 

**You’re a fool if you think you can build 
a house. What do you know about con- 
struction?” 
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“What I don’t already know, I can learn. 
I’m surely at least as smart as you are, Ben- 
sone: 

“What about money? It takes a pile of 
cash before you even start. I happen to 
know you don’t have it. That’s why you 
sold me those acres for almost—” 

“Almost nothing, you were going to Say, 
weren’t you?” she asked when he bit off the 
words. “I’m glad to hear you finally admit 
it, Benson. Yes, you knew it was a medical 
emergency for my grandmother. Well, 
there’s no emergency now, and you'd better 
know that even if one comes along, I won’t 
sell to you.” 

“T’ll remember that when the bank fore- 
closes on you. Only way you're going to get 
cash is to borrow on the land, and I’d just 
as soon buy it from the bank as from you.” 
With that, he stalked off. 

David returned to find his wife fright- 
ened and Carlotta’s eyes blue with rage. He 
looked toward Benson’s departing back as 
he walked across the field. 

“Yes, Pd say he could be a threat,” he 
agreed after he had listened to Dawn’s in- 
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dignant recounting. ‘People like him are 
capable of just sitting around thinking up 
ways to take advantage of others. The thing 
to do is make him stay off your land. Don’t 
hire him to do any of the work, and don’t 
let him even if he volunteers it free; he’s the 
kind who would make an offer and later 
come along and slap a contractor’s lien on 
your property.” 


They worked slowly and deliberately 
with the transit, lines, and levels. Each of 
them took turns practicing laying out foun- 
dations of varying sizes, driving stakes, and 
running the rope around them. 

“You’re starting to make it look easy,” 
Dawn said enthusiastically. “Then what 
would you do next—after you decide on the 
size and stake it out?” 

“Excavate,” Carlotta told her. “If you 
were going to build a house with a base- 
ment, it would be one kind of problem; or 
if no basement, the excavation is little more 
than a shallow crawl space—or maybe just 
the trench for the footers.” 

“Footers?”’ 
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‘““A trench into which you build forms to 
pour concrete. You have to get it down well 
below the frostline, so when the ground 
freezes in winter, it won’t cause heaving and 
damage the foundation. This concrete slab 
is what you bolt the first woodwork of the 
foundation on.” 

“Are you going to have a basement?”’ 

“No. Not in the first one, anyway. I want 
to keep it as simple as possible.”’ 

David looked at his watch. “Do you 
know we’ve been working out here for 
hours? That farmer’s breakfast is beginning 
to wear thin.” 

“Hey, it is well past lunchtime,” Carlotta 
said. “I wanted to go to the builders’ supply 
and pick up some books and house plans 
to study. Let’s get on our way.” 

“Are we going to leave the foundation 
staked out here?” Dawn asked her. 

‘Sure. Why not? It might even be the one 
we finally use. Looks about the right size 
for the lot.” 


“Oh, David, I forgot my sweater,” Dawn 
said when they were almost home. “It was 
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cool this morning, but after we started 
working, I laid it under a tree... .” 

David turned at the crossroad and sped 
back and turned in where they had parked 
earlier. “Hey, look at that!’ 

They got out quickly and ran up to the 
lot. The stakes had been pulled out, and the 
ropes were gone. There was no evidence at 
all that anyone had worked there. 

“How do you like that? We left only 
about ten minutes ago, and that weasel has 
already been here and destroyed our work!”’ 
Carlotta said. 

“Benson?” David asked. 

“Sure. Who else? And his truck is gone. 
David, he’s going to be trouble. I feel it.”’ 

“But surely you can stop him,” Dawn 
said. “‘After all, it’s against the law to van- 
dalize your work.” 

“T’d have to catch him doing it first,” 
Carlotta pointed out grimly, “and my guess 
is he’s too much of a sneak to ever let that 
happen.” 

“Of course there’s the possibility it 
wasn’t Benson at all,’’ David said. 

“Remote, but possible,” Carlotta agreed. 
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“Let’s not waste time thinking about it 
now—I’ll only get all worked up and ac- 
complish nothing. Let’s go get some lunch 
and then head for the builders’ supply.” 


Early that evening Mary Jeffers came 
over to Carlotta’s house. 

“Carlotta? Are you in there, honey? I 
knocked at the kitchen door... .” 

“Oh, Mary, I didn’t hear you. We’ve 
been so engrossed, an earthquake would 
have passed unnoticed!” Carlotta got up 
hastily and went to meet the elderly woman 
who had come from the kitchen to stand in 
the doorway to the dining room. 

“I brought you this coconut custard 
pie—it’s still warm from the oven. I baked 
two, and I said to Tom, ‘T’ll just run this 
extra one over to Carlotta.’ How are you, 
David? Dawn?” 

“That’s lovely. Thank you.” Carlotta 
took the pie, giving Mary Jeffers a warm 
hug as she did. “We were so occupied, I for- 
got all about making dinner.” 

“What are you young people doing?” 
Mary glanced over at the dining table, 
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which was strewn with books and papers. 
“It does look like you’ve been busy, what- 
ever it is.” 

“We’re learning how to build houses,” 
Dawn said proudly. “Carlotta’s going into 
the construction business!”’ 

“Are you? Sure enough?” Mary asked. 
She pushed at a strand of gray hair that had 
fallen over her ear, pinning it back into the 
twist on the top of her head. Her face, bely- 
ing her thin, fragile body, had an animated 
intelligence, and her blue eyes were sharp 
with humor. “I bet you could give some of 
these wood butchers a run for their money 
if you put your mind to it!” 

“Couldn’t she, just?” David said, grin- 
ning at her. “Come over here, Mary, and 
let me show you the plans she has already 
come up with.” 

Mary moved into the dining room and 
looked at the drawings spread out on the 
big, round oak table. David began to show 
her the floor plans while Dawn chipped in, 
eager to show off her own just-acquired 
knowledge of some of the mystery of how 
a house came together: 
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“Isn’t this pretty? Carlotta reworked the 
most ordinary-looking house plan—here, 
this one with the horizontal siding and 
small windows—and here’s what she drew 
as her version.” 

Mary took both pictures and compared 
them. “I agree,”’ she said. ““Carlotta’s is cer- 
tainly prettier by far.” 

“Isn’t it amazing—the difference?” 
Dawn asked. ‘She replaced all those little 
ordinary windows with these three-together 
tall, narrow, floor-to-ceiling ones with a lot 
of little panes, and instead of those white 
boards running across, she’s going to use 
rough vertical siding, which she’ll stain red- 
wood color.” 

“No, you wouldn’t dream it was even the 
same house,” Mary said. “I’ve always 
thought it amazing what a little imagina- 
tion will do.” 

“The reason I selected that one to start 
with,” Carlotta told her, “is that the basic 
plan is very simple and the pitch of the roof 
is low. I do want to keep the roof at an angle 
I can handle myself. I don’t think I could 
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put a roof on some of those sharp, steep 
ones.”’ 

“But won’t you hire help?” Mary asked. 
“Raising walls and handling all those heavy 
materials is too much for one person.” 

“Oh, yes, I know I'll have to have some 
help, but money being as tight as it is, I’m 
hoping one man with carpentry experience 
and I will be able to do it all.” 

“Are you going to be staying awhile, 
until she gets started, David?’ 

“No, unfortunately Dawn and I have to 
be back at work Monday morning, so we'll 
have to leave tomorrow evening.” 

“That’s too bad,” Mary said thought- 
fully. “I hate to see her starting her project 
out there next to Sam Benson without any- 
one—”’ 

‘“‘What do you mean?” David asked. ““Do 
you think Sam will make trouble?” 

“Maybe not, but I’ve known Sam all his 
life, and I wouldn’t put much past him— 
especially since he wants the rest of your 
property,” Mary said. “Sam, I’m sorry to 
say, wouldn’t care how he came by it— 
honestly or dishonestly.”’ 


Chapter Three 
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his is worse than pounding the pave- 
ments looking for a job,”’ Carlotta said wea- 
rily as she collapsed into a chair. The Jef- 
ferses’ country kitchen smelled faintly of 
cinnamon, vanilla, and fresh coffee brew- 
ing. It was a haven where she had always 
felt welcome when things weren’t going 
well, and she had hurried straight across 
the lawn after putting the station wagon in 
the garage. 

It had been a long, fruitless day, and she 
wasn’t ready to go into her own empty 
house and face what now seemed the cer- 
tainty of failure and the necessity of making 
new plans. If she hadn’t gotten so carried 
away with optimism about building houses, 
her disappointment might not have been so 
great, she thought wryly. 
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reli sbet you: didn’t eat a proper meal 
today, did you?” Mary asked. 

Carlotta shook her head. “I didn’t take 
time to eat at all.” 

“Well, you’re going to now. I’m about to 
put supper on the table.”’ Mary put another 
place setting on, laying it out in front of 
Carlotta. 

“Do you mean to say none of the banks 
is willing to lend money on your property 
so you can buy building materials?’ Tom 
asked with concern as he came in from the 
back porch and took his place at the table. 

“Not one of them. Not even a maybe.” 

“Did they give you any reason?’”’ Mary 
asked as she poured the coffee and came to 
take her own place, ladling generous por- 
tions on Carlotta’s plate as she passed the 
dishes. “‘It seems to me that when you have 
collateral to offer, these bankers might bet- 
ter lend to you than make some of the unse- 
cured loans I’ve heard about. What reasons 
could they give for turning you down?” 

“None that made a lot of sense,” Carlotta 
said angrily. “At the first place, Town Na- 
tional, the loan officer outright laughed at 
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me. ‘You’re twenty-three years old, never 
built a house in your life, and you expect 
this institution to lend you that kind of 
money?’ ’’ she mimicked. 

‘“‘Some men shouldn’t be in the positions 
they have,” Tom said. “It’s one thing to 
turn down a loan, but to ridicule somebody 
for making the application— Well, I'd say 
that reflects more on the kind of intelligence 
he had than it makes any statement about 
you.” 

She smiled gratefully at him as she sipped 
her coffee. ““Thanks, Tom. I needed some- 
body to tell me that. The whole day has 
been an . . . embarrassment as well as dis- 
couraging.”” 

“What other kind of response did you 
get—I mean, at the other banks?” Mary 
asked. 

“The general reasons for turning me 
down seemed to have a lot to do with the 
value I’d put on the land when I sold the 
plot to Benson. You see, what I need to bor- 
row to build one house is considerably more 
than I got when I sold the entire thirteen 
acres to him.” 
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“But what he paid you has nothing to do 
with its fair-market value,’ Tom said. 
“What you need to do is have the plot ap- 
praised.”’ 

“Nobody was willing to consider an ap- 
praisal. I had the feeling they used the low 
figure I sold the larger portion for as a good 
excuse to turn the loan down without hav- 
ing to go into their real reasons.”’ 

“Are there any places you didn’t apply 
to yet?’ Mary asked. 

“Not in River Bend. I went to every sin- 
gle lending institution in town.” 

“What will you do now?” 

“TI don’t know. I really don’t. Looks like 
I’ll have to sell, house and all, and go to 
Chicago and look for work. I could cry... 
I had such high hopes.” 

“TI wish there were some way we could 
help,” Tom said, “‘but since I had the heart 
attack, things have been lean for us too.” 

Carlotta felt a mist of tears as she reached 
over to touch his arm. This frail man with 
his white hair and stooped shoulders had 
been almost as dear to her as her own 
grandfather. She and David had been here 
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so often as children, it was going to be like 
losing another home to move away from 
Tom and Mary. 

‘“Couldn’t David help, maybe?” Mary 
asked hopefully. 

Carlotta shook her head. ‘David has 
been paying off some of the debts Mama 
and Daddy left. He and Dawn are barely 
making ends meet now, even with both of 
them working.” 

“Well,” Mary said, “‘there’s an old saying 
that the darkest hour is just before dawn.” 

Carlotta felt some of her optimism re- 
turning as she finished the last bite of 
dessert—a big wedge of cherry cheesecake. 

“Honey, if ’m not mistaken, I think I 
hear the telephone ringing over at your 
house.”” Mary went to the window. “Yes, 
it is.” 

“Don’t you dare touch those dishes,” 
Carlotta said. “I'll be right back to do them 
for you.”’ She jumped up and ran across the 
back lawns, grabbing the phone while it was 
still ringing. 

“Hello?” 

“Carlotta Kennerly, please.”’ 
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“This is Carlotta Kennerly.”’ 

*““My name is Grady Summer.” The voice 
at the other end paused. ““You made an ap- 
plication for a loan at our institution 
today.” 

“Yes, Mr. Summer?” Her breath caught. 
Was he going to offer hope, after all? The 
vision of her planned house floated through 
her mind as clearly as if it were already an 
accomplished fact. 

“T was just reviewing your application 
with our loan manager. We noted that 
among the assets you have listed is a house 
on a small farm.” 

“That’s correct. My home—part of the 
old farm that belonged to my grandpar- 
ents.” 

“Do you have the title to this? The prop- 
erty is not encumbered?”’ 

‘““Yes, I do have the title. There is no en- 
cumbrance against the property.” 

“Hmmm.” Again a long pause. “I know 
your place. I’m familiar with most of the 
properties out that way. Now, if you want 
to put that estate up for collateral, we may 
be able to consider your loan favorably.” 
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Carlotta didn’t respond immediately. It 
was something she hadn’t thought of, and 
now that it had been brought up, it didn’t 
sound like an especially good idea. Wasn’t 
she being asked to take too much of a risk? 
If something went wrong, if she didn’t sell 
the house soon enough to pay the loan 
Off sates: 

“Are you still there, Ms. Kennerly?” 

“Yes. You caught me off guard, I guess,” 
she said frankly. ““My thinking had been 
that if I borrowed on the property where 
I planned to build and there was any de- 
fault, the institution making the loan would 
be well covered. You would have both the 
finished house, or at least the material and 
the property. But what you’re suggesting 
now, if I couldn’t meet your due date, I 
would lose everything I have—property, 
material, and home.”’ 

‘Well, it was an idea. We wouldn’t want 
you to make a decision right away. Think 
it over, and if you’re interested, come in and 
see me tomorrow—say around eleven 
o'clock?” 

She thanked him and hung up. 
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* * * 


“T honestly don’t know what to tell you,” 
Tom said thoughtfully as he dried the plate 
Carlotta handed to him. 

“Of course, if you knew everything 
would go well, that you would complete the 
first building on schedule and that a buyer 
would pay your price right away, it 
wouldn’t be any risk at all. You’d have the 
cash to pay off your loan and the profit to 
put into the next house, but on the other 
hand,” Mary said as she stacked the dishes 
in the cupboard, “‘you could lose everything 
you have if it didn’t come off as planned.” 

“That’s just it,’ Carlotta said. “As things 
are now, I own the property, and it’s the 
only asset I do have. I can convert it to cash 
and have that, or I can risk it and maybe 
have the start of a good business, or I could 
lose it all and wind up with nothing. It’s 
such a gamble.” 

“On the other hand,”’ Tom told her, “‘the 
chances for your success are greater than 
they are for failure. The odds are, barring 
illness or some other catastrophe, you'll 
complete your building and sell it at a 
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profit. There’s always a market for good 
housing— I do believe I hear your phone 
ringing again.” 

“Yes, it sure is!’ Carlotta said, wringing 
out the dishcloth. ‘““Maybe it’s somebody 
else reconsidering with a better offer!” 

She rushed to her house and snatched up 
the receiver. Even across the phone wires, 
the smirk was evident in Sam Benson’s 
voice. ‘“This is your last chance and my last 
offer,” he said. “I happen to’ know you 
struck out today when you tried to get fi- 
nancing. You were a fool to think you 
would. Time you listened to some sense. I 
have the cash here to buy you out whenever 
you’re ready to take my offer.”’ 

Carlotta was seething when she hung up. 
Tomorrow she would keep the appointment 
with Grady Summer. On his terms. 


Chapter Four 


T: he next two weeks fled by in a whirl of 
errands, plans, and applications. Carlotta 
had secured her building permit, met with 
zoning Officials, had water tests run on the 
land, taken out construction and liability 
insurance, and had had electrical service 
made available to the building site. She had 
price-shopped for lumber and building sup- 
plies and had done endless figures to deter- 
mine material costs and needs. 

Most important, she had obtained the 
necessary financing and deposited the 
money in her bank account. Although the 
loan had been adequate to cover material 
and labor costs and allow for subcontrac- 
tors, she intended to do as much of the 
work as possible herself. She had relented 
enough to employ an excavation contractor 
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to prepare the site for the foundation, and 
she had employed a carpenter to help with 
the work. 

Now, as the end of the third week ap- 
proached, they had just driven the last nail 
in the floor joists and were ready to install 
the subflooring. Bone weary, yet exhila- 
rated at the same time, she stood back to 
admire the result of their efforts. That it 
was accurate, sturdy, and met all specifica- 
tions had been due to a lot of unnecessary 
argument on her part. Ed Parker, whom 
she had employed through the recommen- 
dation of a friend of a neighbor, was curi- 
ously slipshod in his approach to work. 
They had not established a good working 
rapport at all. He was far too inclined to be- 
lieve that his years of experience made him 
a master of the trade, whereas she, Carlotta, 
didn’t know what she was doing. 

Ed had already wasted a number of the 
flooring joists by cutting them too short and 
then arguing with her that a patch here or 
a shim there wouldn’t make any difference. 

“It certainly does make a difference,’’ she 
had told him irritably when she had ex- 
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pressly forbidden for the third time that he 
use one of his too-short lengths. “It will 
weaken the floor foundation.” 

“What do you care? You don’t plan to 
live in the house, do you?” 

“I hope to sell it to somebody who will 
live in it! It’s a question of doing things 
right as much as it is ethics. I don’t want— 
and certainly can’t afford—a reputation for 
shoddy workmanship.” She had _ finally 
taken over the measuring and cutting while 
Ed grumbled that he didn’t know that he 
wanted to work for some snip of a girl, any- 
way. 

After that, he had taken to criticizing the 
way She held the hammer to drive nails, the 
way She used the saw, and the way she had 
changed the blueprint to suit her purpose. 

‘It’s the end result that counts, Ed. Not 
the way you do the work. You use whatever 
method you have to to make it right, and 
I’ll use mine.” But the arguing was irritat- 
ing, time-consuming, and nonproductive. 

And it was not only her own employee 
she had to cope with. Sam Benson had done 
everything imaginable to slow down her 
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work, while making the pretense of helping. 
True to David’s prediction, he had offered 
to dig the foundation in the beginning. 
‘“‘What’s the use of your paying an excava- 
tion contractor when I have the equipment 
right here and you don’t have to pay me?” 
he had asked craftily. 

“Thanks, Benson, but I’ve already made 
other arrangements,’ she told him. She 
hadn’t added that she was well aware of 
what he was up to—a bill submitted later, 
inflated beyond what she could afford, and 
an amended, “But what I meant, of course, 
was that you didn’t have to pay me right 
then,” and he would slap a lien on her prop- 
erty. 

Somewhere along the line she was going 
to have to take an even firmer stand with 
Benson. He spent entirely too much time 
away from his own construction site while 
he found excuses to be present at hers. He 
had a way of engaging Ed Parker in long 
conversations and offering suggestions that 
were worthless. 

Not only that, he had a penchant for 
sending a time-wasting, nuisance stream of 
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salesmen, subcontractors, and would-be 
contractors over to her site. She had found 
it necessary to be less polite than she would 
have wanted with many of these people, or 
she would never have accomplished any- 
thing. Some were simply not willing to take 
no for an answer but would stay as long as 
she would talk to them to argue the merits 
of their products. 

“Benson,” she had said, approaching 
him in a huff after an especially unpleasant 
bout with a roofing contractor, “‘stop send- 
ing your rejects to me. I can’t afford to hire 
anyone whom I don’t solicit myself, and 
you’re wasting their time and mine!” 

“It’s not my fault they try to sell you 
something,” he said, regarding her from 
narrowed beady little eyes. “I don’t send 
"em over. They see work going on over here, 
it’s only natural they want to sell... .” 

But she had noticed, almost without ex- 
ception, they had come from Sam’s place 
first, and all had claimed to have been re- 
ferred by him. She doubted greatly that any 
of them had actually called on him with any 
expectation of selling their overpriced 
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goods and services to him—certainly not if 
they already knew him, as most claimed to. 

She glanced at her watch. Only a few 
minutes left to work—or left for Ed to 
work, that was. He had been adamant 
about quitting right on the dot of the min- 
ute. She often stayed to work late, and she 
planned to try to get the subflooring down 
today if there was enough daylight left. 

Just as she reached the stack of plywood 
sheets and started to lift one corner, she no- 
ticed a truck that had pulled out of Ben- 
son’s place was now slowing down and pre- 
paring to pull into her own driveway. 

‘Somebody else Benson sent to waste our 
time,” she muttered to Ed. “Go over there 
and tell him that whatever it is, we don’t 
want it.” She glanced back over her shoul- 
der and saw that the driver had already 
pulled in and parked. Superior Stonework 
was painted in large letters across the truck 
door. 

Ed’s slow-moving gait had failed to inter- 
cept him, and she was aware of something 
familiar about the young man who was 
walking toward her, passing Ed with a nod 
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of dismissal. An unwelcome twinge of at- 
traction thrust at her as she watched him 
stride easily in her direction. Sun-bronzed, 
in his ragged T-shirt and cutoff jeans, he 
had the well-toned body of an athlete. A 
stray lock of brown hair fell across his fore- 
head, and he whipped it back into place 
with a flick of his head, giving her a wide 
smile as he did. 

“Carlotta Kennerly, isn’t it?” He 
sounded delighted with the fact he had 
found her here. 

She regarded the handsome face in some 
bemusement. ‘“‘Do I know you from some- 
where? Hey! I do!”’ She reached up her hand 
as if to grasp in the air for the name that 
eluded her. 

“Shawn Landrew.” His green eyes were 
still regarding her in delight in spite of her 
perplexed look. “Professor Marko’s Euro- 
pean history,” he added. 

“Oh, of course! I remember I had that 
when I first transferred from the University 
of Chicago to River Bend College. You 
must surely have graduated ahead of me. 
Pdon’tsrecalloey <° 
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“T did. Midterm of that year—so I can 
see why you wouldn’t remember me.” 

“I’m surprised you remembered me.” 

“Not many guys forget the prettiest girl 
in class. You sat two rows in front of me.” 

The flattery had returned her to reality. 
She made an attempt to replace what she 
knew must be the pleased expression on her 
face with a practical one. Handsome or not, 
she couldn’t afford to fall for his sales pitch. 
A stone mason, he was obviously bent on 
selling her something that would put her 
expenses well over the limit she had set. 
And he had come from Sam Benson. That 
alone was reason to make her suspect his 
motives. 

“So,” she said, attempting to put a tone 
of dismissal in her voice, “apparently we 
both graduated from River Bend College 
into the same business—construction. I 
want to get this plywood down before dark. 
Ed?” She looked around. Ed was not there. 

“Parker? He left just after I drove up... 
went over to Benson’s.”’ 

She looked at her watch, then irritably 
at Ed, who was standing over at Benson’s 
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worksite, talking to Sam and gesturing back 
at her ashe did. Some nerve! She wasn’t 
paying the inflated wage per hour Ed de- 
manded, to have him leave twenty minutes 
before quittingtime to go over to gossip 
with Sam Benson. 

Shawn, as if fully grasping the situation, 
took the other end of the plywood and 
helped her place it over the floor joists. 

“Thanks,” she said grudgingly, “but I 
don’t want to take up any more of your 
time. I’m sure you have better things to do 
than help me with the work I pay Ed Parker 
for.” She glared across to where Ed and 
Sam were standing before she bent to begin 
nailing the plywood down. 

Shawn, to her chagrin, had shown no 
more inclination to leave than had Ed to re- 
turn. She was suddenly conscious of how 
she must look—torn jeans, tan cotton pull- 
over dirty from work, hair pinned up under 
a baseball cap, her face perspiration- 
streaked. And he had said she was the pret- 
tiest girl in class? The irony of that state- 
ment, compared to how she must look now, 
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struck her as so funny she almost laughed 
aloud. 

‘“‘Where did you find him?” Shawn asked. 

“What? Who?” she asked, shifting from 
self-conscious awareness to his question. 

Parker 

‘He was recommended to me by a neigh- 
bor who asked a friend, who asked another 
friend—or something like that. Why?” 

He shook his head, apparently unwilling 
to answer. ““How did you happen to choose 
this business?” 

“Didn’t seem like there was a choice. I 
couldn’t find a job anywhere around 
here .. . and I already had the land and 
knew a little about construction, so... .” 

“‘T had the same problem,” he said, bring- 
ing over another sheet of plywood, hefting 
it easily with a firm ripple of muscle visible 
in his bare arms. “Nobody wanted to hire 
a history major, and I’d already worked my 
way through school in the construction 
business— Well, here comes your errant 
worker.”’ He looked at his watch. “‘Have a 
five-thirty commitment. See you around 
sometime.” 
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She watched him go with a mixture of re- 
lief and regret. Relief that he hadn’t tried 
to sell her on stonework; regret, she didn’t 
know why—she certainly wasn’t ready to 
get interested in any man again. Most men 
were about as reliable as...as... Ed Par- 
ker. 

Briefly the image of Bently Kaller floated 
through her mind. She was surprised how 
little the memory of him mattered now. 
Bently, with whom she had once expected 
to spend the rest of her life. She had worn 
his ring all during their last year of school, 
had believed then that he was the love of 
a lifetime. But Bently’s interest in her had 
waned directly in proportion to her grow- 
ing responsibilities. 

He had never shown any empathy at all 
when her grandmother’s illness had begun 
to make more serious demands on her time. 
In her then naive infatuation, she had ex- 
pected Bently would be a source of comfort 
in the trials that lay ahead of her. Instead, 
he had so begrudged the time she had to 
spend looking after her grandmother’s 
needs and had precipitated so many explo- 
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sive arguments and accusations, it had been 
almost a relief when he rode off into the 
sunset with Liz Beverly, a harebrained red- 
head. 

She’d heard they were married now. 
Bully for them, she thought. A good match, 
no doubt. A man who wasn’t willing to 
share or at least tolerate a woman’s respon- 
sibilities wasn’t worth having, anyway. 

In fact, the only men she had ever known 
who were worth their salt were her brother 
David, Tom Jeffers, and Grandpa—and of 
course her father, but even he. . . . Every 
single one of the others she had ever met 
had been motivated by either how much of 
your hard-earned money they could extract 
from you or what you might offer to inflate 
their incredible egos. No way, nohow, she 
thought. J don’t want any involvements. 

Ed, although he had returned, was 
merely watching her drive the nails into the 
plywood flooring instead of giving her a 
hand. He moved around, shifting his weight 
from one foot to another and finally said, 
“TI went over there to ask Sam for a job. I’m 
going to start work for him in the morning, 
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so since I won’t be coming back here any- 
more, I wonder if you could pay what you 
Owe me now.” 

Carlotta straightened up and stared at 
Ed, hardly able to believe what she had 
heard. “I thought you made a contract to 
work for me.” 

““Now, I wouldn’t say that,’ Ed an- 
swered her sharply. “It was all verbal, any- 
way. Nothing you could hold me to.” His 
eyes shifted away when she continued to 
stare him down. “I’d rather work for a real 
builder. Somebody who knows what he’s 
doing,” he said spitefully. “You and me 
didn’t get along, anyway. I never could see 
eye to eye with how particular you been 
about everything... .” 


Chapter Five 


U nder the cloud-smudged sky, a gray 
rain was starting to fall. Carlotta had come 
early to her building site, hoping to get in 
a few hours of work before the rain that had 
been forecast for late morning began. 
Even the weathermen couldn’t be relied 
on, she thought miserably, watching the 
quickening spatter of raindrops leave wet 
patterns on the plywood. Her muscles 
ached from lifting the weight of four-by- 
eight-foot sheets without assistance, her 
head ached from lying awake half the night, 
and if she didn’t get a grip on herself in an- 
other few minutes, she was going to sit 
down in the middle of her unfinished floor 
and start crying. “I won’t give Sam Benson 
the satisfaction,’ she muttered to herself. 
In her mind, Ed’s desertion had been just 
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another of Sam’s schemes to drive her out 
of business. She took nails from her carpen- 
ter’s apron and continued to hammer furi- 
ously as the rain fell over her. After she had 
been working about an hour, she saw Ben- 
son’s truck pull into his site, followed by Ed 
Parker’s pickup. They, at least, would be 
able to get in a full day’s work, as Benson’s 
current project was already under roof. 

As she anticipated, it was only minutes 
before Sam crossed over to her place. 

“Mighty wet to be working out of 
doors,” he greeted her. 

She continued to pound nails into the 
plywood, ignoring him. 

“Now, if I was you,” he said after watch- 
ing her some minutes, “I believe I’d have 
enough sense to know it was time to quit. 
What do you say? I can still give you what 
I offered before for this land.” 

“And if I were you, Benson, I’d have 
enough sense to know when to mind my 
own business! You stole my foundation 
stakes and line, you stole my carpenter, and 
you might as well say you stole my thirteen 
acres.”” She straightened up and glared at 
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him. ‘“‘And you’d better know right now if 
you interfere with anything else, Ill resort 
to legal action!” 

He took a step backward in the face of 
her anger. “Hold on there! Pretty strong 
words you’re using—accusing me of steal- 
ing. I never stole anything in my life! What 
are you talking about?” 

“You know very well what I’m talking 
about. That day we first came out here and 
staked out a foundation—we’d been gone 
only ten minutes, but when we came back 
the stakes had been pulled up and re- 
moved!”’ 

“That give you any reason to accuse 
Bote 

“Who else? You had been here, and your 
truck was gone when we returned.”’ 

“IT never touched your stakes! Things 
turn up missing down at my place too—or 
they did before I sold the first house and 
people moved in. I never went around 
pointing fingers at anybody and saying they 
stole °em when I didn’t have any facts to 
back me up!” Sam stood glaring at her, self- 
righteous indignation stamped on his face. 
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“So what about Ed Parker? I suppose 
you didn’t deliberately lure him away?” 

*“Now, you listen here—Ed Parker come 
to me. You seen him yourself. He walked 
right over there before quittingtime yester- 
day and asked me for a job. Said you and 
him wasn’t getting along and he needed 
work. I never asked him to quit working for 
you! It’s not my fault you can’t keep your 
help!” 

After Benson had gone, the rain began 
to fall harder, pelting Carlotta’s bare arms 
with needlelike sharpness, plastering her 
shirt against her skin, and running in rivu- 
lets off the ends of her hair and down her 
face and neck. Shaking with misery from 
a chill and anger at Sam, she gathered up 
her tools and nails, stowed them in the sta- 
tion wagon, and left to go home. 

When she pulled into her driveway and 
got out of the station wagon, Mary greeted 
her from her own front porch. “Why, child, 
you’re soaked! Have you been working out 
there in the rain?” 

Carlotta wrapped her arms around her- 


64 A Dream to Build On 


self against the chill and sneezed. “Yes. I 
hadn’t expected the rain to come so soon.”’ 

“You get inside this minute. Take a hot 
bath, put on dry clothes, and come over 
here. I’ll have something fixed for you that 
will stop that cold.” 

Carlotta smiled as she ran inside. Mary 
had been dosing her colds as long as she 
could remember. The exotic hot teas she 
concocted were made from her own home- 
grown herbs. The odd thing was, they al- 
ways seemed to work. The idea of some- 
thing warm and delicious was comforting, 
and she hurried with her bath, washed her 
hair and used the blower to dry and fluff it, 
and pulled on a lightweight navy jogging 
suit. 

“My, you look pretty in that dark blue,”’ 
Mary said as Carlotta came into her 
kitchen. 

“Pretty as a picture, you are,” Tom 
agreed, getting up and holding a chair for 
her at the table. “I do believe that’s a flush 
of fever on your cheeks, though.” 

“Won't last long after she drinks this.” 
Mary placed the steaming mug of tea in 
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front of her. Carlotta picked it up and 
sipped gratefully at the hot brew. Mary’s 
cold remedies always tasted of honey, 
lemon, and a mysterious mixture of pun- 
gent herbs. It was almost worth getting a 
chill to be treated to this tasty “medicine.” 

“Bring your tea and we'll sit out on the 
back porch,” Mary told her. “I do like to 
watch a summer rain falling over the fields, 
even if we don’t farm them anymore. Tom, 
bring your coffee out and sit with us.” 

The Jefferses’ back porch, like that of her 
grandparents’, had been furnished for old- 
fashioned comfort. The white wicker chairs 
had deep cushions, the glider, also well pad- 
ded, floated with a gentle motion, and the 
table held the morning newspaper as well 
as some of Mary’s magazines. The low wall 
that enclosed the porch was bright with 
blooming potted plants. 

The rain had settled down to a gentle pat- 
ter, and Carlotta curled up on the glider, 
holding the warm mug of tea in both hands, 
drinking from it periodically as she told the 
Jefferses of her latest problems. “And I can 
see now Sam Benson is not going to give 
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up,” she finished. ‘““He’s determined, one 
way or another, to get possession of every- 
thing I own.” 

“You'll have to hire another helper be- 
fore you go out there to work,” Tom told 
her. ‘‘Now, if you could just find a man who 
doesn’t have any use for Benson . . . knows 
what he’s like . . . ’'d wager somebody like 
that could keep him from badgering you.” 

“T don’t know where to find anybody at 
all,’ she said glumly. “I ran into that prob- 
lem before I found Ed. There’s so much 
new construction going on around that it 
seems all the experienced carpenters al- 
ready have work.” 

“It’s a crying shame, when you’ve had so 
much to contend with in the last years, that 
a man like Sam Benson can ruin things for 
you as soon as they start to look better,”’ 
Mary said, her eyes snapping anger. “I 
could just .. . throttle that man with my 
bare hands!” 

“You did the right thing to threaten him 
with legal action,” Tom told her. ‘““Maybe 
that’ll make him leave you alone.” 

‘He knows I don’t really have any cause 
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for action, though. I’m sure he took the 
foundation stakes, but I can’t prove it. Ed 
did go over there and probably did ask Sam 
for the job, and as for his cheating me out 
of the land—well, I did sell it to him. I was 
desperate because the medical people were 
pressing me to pay Grandma’s bills before 
they would continue her treatment. I just 
couldn’t wait for a buyer who would give 
a fair price.” 

“But didn’t you say he harasses you— 
sends people over to waste your time and 
comes over himself?” 

“Yes, and Ill just have to take a firmer 
stand—tell people I don’t have time to talk 
and say no and mean it. It looks like Ill 
have to do all the work on my own now.” 

“But the framing for the walls,’ Mary 
said. “You can’t lift that in place by your- 
self!” 

*‘That’s not the only way to do it,” Car- 
lotta told her. ‘““You don’t have to build the 
entire frame and lift it up. It can be done 
by attaching the two-by-fours one at a time, 
nailing them directly into place. I can do 
it that way by myself.”’ 
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Warmed by the tea, lulled by the glider 
and the rhythmic pitter-patter of the rain, 
Carlotta began to respond sleepily to Tom 
and Mary, joining in their conversation 
only intermittently. Finally, after nodding 
off several times, she stretched out on the 
glider and gave up the battle to stay awake. 

Still half conscious, she listened to the 
pleasant murmur of their conversation. She 
knew they were keeping their voices low so 
that she might sleep. She felt so at home 
here, drowsily thought how very lucky she 
was to have these people, as dear to her as 
any family. Finally, under the spell of the 
droning lullaby of their voices and the rain, 
she fell fast asleep. 

After what might have been no more 
than minutes but seemed hours, she was 
aware of some new sound intruding into her 
subconscious. 

‘Sleeping Beauty.” 

Had someone actually said that, or was 
she dreaming? Opening her eyes, she found, 
to her utter confusion, she had focused 
them straight up into the smiling face of 
Shawn Landrew. 
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“Oops! Sorry. I woke you up, didn’t I? 
I was just about to leave.” 

She sat up quickly, blinking in bewilder- 
ment as she looked from Tom to Mary and 
back to Shawn. 

“This young man was over at your place 
looking for you,”’ Tom told her, “‘so we in- 
vited him to come on over here.” 

“*Hi,”’ she said, somewhat abashed. “Did 
you meet—”’ 

“We introduced ourselves over in your 
driveway,”’ Mary said. ‘“‘He was about to 
leave, but we told him any friend of yours 
was a friend of ours, too, and to come on 
over here and get out of the rain.” 

Carlotta stared at each of them in turn. 
She hadn’t known Shawn was a friend of 
hers. She rubbed her eyes. ““What did you 
want to see me about?” she asked practi- 
cally. “In fact, how did you even know 
where to find me?” 

He laughed and sat in the chair Tom mo- 
tioned him to. ‘“‘Pried it out of Sam Benson. 
I was out at his place again this morning 
and saw—”’ 

‘That he had recruited away my helper,” 
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she finished indignantly for him. “And, I 
might add, any friend of Benson’s is not a 
friend of mine.” 

“Hey, wait a minute now! Don’t make 
me guilty by association. Sam Benson is 
about the last person in the world I’d want 
for a friend—or Ed Parker, either, for that 
matter. I know too much about both of 
them to have anything more to do with ei- 
ther one.” 

Faintly it went through her mind then 
that he had asked her yesterday where she 
found Parker and was about to say some- 
thing but hadn’t. 

‘“That’s one of the reasons I looked you 
up,” Shawn was explaining. “I saw Ed Par- 
ker had pulled one of his usual tricks, and 
I wanted to see if I might suggest someone 
to help who might be. . . well, a little more 
reliable.”’ 

“Td say that makes this young man a 
friend,’ Tom told her. ““‘That’s what we’ve 
been doing this morning—trying to think 
of somebody she might get to help her with 
that work.”’ 

Carlotta, fully awake now, got up from 
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the glider. Seeing Shawn incredibly hand- 
some in his dark suit and tie seemed so in- 
congruous with the work he did—or was 
supposed to be doing. 

Catching her glance, he grinned. “‘Too 
wet to work outside today. I had a few er- 
rands to run where the hard-hat look 
wouldn’t be appropriate.”” He paused, re- 
garding her almost shyly. ‘Now that my er- 
rands are finished and I’m all dressed up, 
why don’t I take you to lunch at some ele- 
gant place? That was my other reason for 
looking you up.” 

Carlotta thanked him for the invitation 
and had automatically started to refuse 
when Mary interrupted her. 

“Oh, yes, you are,” she said firmly. “It’s 
about time you got out and did something 
besides work. She’ll be delighted to have 
lunch with you,” she added, turning to 
Shawn. 

“But... Id have to get dressed .. . and 
that would only make you late.’’ She looked 
at her watch. “It would be way past lunch- 
time before I got ready.” 
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“Don’t know of any law that limits lunch 
to a time. We’ll go when you do get ready.” 

“Yes,” Tom said, ‘you run over there 
and get dressed up in something pretty 
while we talk to this young man.” 

Outnumbered, but grateful suddenly to 
be, she complied. “T’ll try not to take for- 
ever,” she said. 

In her room, she looked quickly through 
the contents of her closet. She had very lit- 
tle dressy clothing. The limp, dark cotton 
she had worn to the funeral was her newest. 
There had been more essential things to 
spend money on for so long. . . . She looked 
at the dress critically. It was certainly too 
drab. There was one decent suit, but that 
was too warm for the weather... . 

Just as she was about to despair of find- 
ing anything that would do justice to the 
way Shawn Landrew looked, she remem- 
bered she had her mother’s wardrobe. She 
had stashed that away in her father’s old 
childhood bedroom. Boxes and trunks of 
pretty clothes and the clothes closet full be- 
sides. And they had been the same size. Per- 
fect. 
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Her throat tightened as she flipped 
through the elegant outfits hanging in the 
closet. This was the first time she had been 
able to bring herself to look at them at all. 
Doing so now resurrected so keenly the 
memory of her mother—that bubbly, 
happy spirit seemed to be almost present in 
the room. She could almost feel how 
pleased she would be to know that her 
daughter was at last to use some of her fin- 
ery. 

The clothes, classic in their elegance, 
were as stylish today as when her mother 
had bought them. What she finally chose 
was a blue-gray linen, sleeveless, and with 
a double row of tiny smoke-colored buttons 
that marched from scooped neck to waist. 

Dressed, she swept her hair up in the way 
her mother used to wear hers, leaving the 
little tendrils curled by dampness to fall 
loose down her neck and temples. 

‘“‘Carlotta,’’ Mary said when she returned 
to their back porch, “why, you’re just your 
mother made over again! I never realized 
before how like her you look.” 

“Then she must have been very beauti- 
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ful,’ Shawn said, making no attempt to 
keep the light of admiration from his face. 

“Oh, she was!’ Mary answered. ‘The 
prettiest, sweetest girl you ever saw... .” 
She paused, her eyes distant with memory. 
“YT loved her as much as if she’d been my 
own.” 

“But a bit of a butterfly,’ Tom said prac- 
tically. ““Carlotta is like her in looks, but 
she’s as down to earth as they come.” 

Carlotta gave Shawn an amused glance. 
“Tom and Mary sometimes sound like pro- 
motion agents for me. I wish I were half as 
wonderful as they think I am.” 

“T doubt there’s any exaggeration.” 

“None at all!’ Tom said. “Nothing we 
could say would even do justice to this girl!” 

Carlotta hugged them both and left with 
Shawn as the Jefferses watched, beaming at 
them as they ran through the raindrops to 
Shawn’s car. 

‘How pretty,” Carlotta said, running her 
hand over the plush red upholstery. “I al- 
most envy everyone’s new car. I’m still 
driving Grandpa’s old station wagon, and 
it’s about to fall apart.” 
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He smiled at her as he turned to back 
onto the highway. ““Won’t take you long to 
be able to buy a new one of your own now. 
You'll have it bought and paid for a lot 
sooner than if you’d found a job working 
for somebody else.”’ 

“How long have you been in business, 
Shawn?” 

“About four years. Of course, I’d had a 
lot of experience working my way through 
school. Business picked up faster because 
of that, I’m sure.” 

“Mine will take much longer—maybe 
forever the way things are going. What did 
you mean about Ed Parker pulling his usual 
trick? What do you know about him?” 

“T know he’s a drug in the job market. 
He does everything the lazy way, argues 
with everybody he works for, and has left 
one job for another so many times that no- 
body who knows him will hire him any- 
more. I’m surprised Sam did.” 

“Benson hired him because he worked 
for me and no other reason. He wants to 
buy me out for pennies and keeps telling me 
I’m a fool to think I can build a house. . . 


76 A Dream to Build On 


so... if he took my help away, I guess he 
thought I’d give up.” 

“Good old Sam. Cheat you any way he 
can! I did some stonework for him a year 
ago, but would you believe it’s taken me 
until this very morning to pry out of him 
what he owed me? Used every excuse he 
could think of to get out of paying at all.” 

“And you said you know where I might 
find a carpenter?” 

“How much do you know about build- 
ing?” 

“Enough to be comfortable with it. My 
brother and I helped build a house once a 
few years ago—and I’ve read just about 
every book on the subject . . . all the step- 
by-step, do-it-yourself manuals.” 

“Good. Then I do know someone for 
you. You don’t need an experienced helper. 
What I was going to suggest to you is what 
I do during the summer—hire some young 
people, kids working their way through 
school.” 

“T hadn’t thought of that!” 

“T’ve found most of them are reliable, en- 
thusiastic workers. Better still, they’re will- 
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to. The other day I had to turn away a kid 
I'd have liked to hire but didn’t have a job 
for. How about talking to him? He’s eigh- 
teen, a strong, willing worker. I’ve known 
his folks for a long time.” 

She glanced at him gratefully. “I surely 
would like to talk to him. Anyone who just 
did what you asked him to would be an im- 
provement over Ed Parker. You wouldn’t 
believe how much time he wasted trying to 
tell me how to do things—and it was always 
something I knew better than to even con- 
sider. Shawn, I’m so glad you found me!” 

“T’m glad I found you too.” There was 
a gentleness in his voice, and the admiration 
she had seen earlier was evident in the side- 
long glance. 

Suddenly Carlotta felt buoyant and light- 
hearted in a way she hadn’t for such a long 
time. Even the rain that had appeared to be 
only a drab misery earlier was quicksilver 
and magic now. Get a grip on your emotions, 
she told herself. You don’t really know this 
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man. Experience alone should have taught 
you not to be so trusting. 

But even with that sobering lecture, the 
day had taken on an aura of magic that 
wouldn’t be dismissed. 


Chapter Six 


A fter a lovely lunch Shawn drove Car- 
lotta out to meet Bill Thornbacker, the 
young man he had suggested she employ. 
They found Bill and two other young peo- 
ple seated at a table under the awning on 
the Thornbackers’ patio, making a desul- 
tory attempt to entertain themselves with 
a card game. Bill glanced up as they ap- 
proached. A wide, friendly grin moved over 
his face as he got to his feet to greet them. 

‘Hey, Shawn! How ya doin’, man? You 
guys get in here out of the rain.” 

The other two rose and moved chairs for- 
ward. Shawn introduced Carlotta and ex- 
plained the purpose of their visit. Bill’s eyes 
widened in astonishment as he looked at 
Carlotta, then quickly, as if to get a grip on 
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his confusion, he introduced his sister, Con- 
nie, and his buddy, Walt Davers. 

“You’re a carpenter?” Connie asked, 
staring in amazement at Carlotta. “I don’t 
believe it!” 

Carlotta laughed. ““Why not?” 

“But... you don’t Jook like a carpenter!” 

“And how is a carpenter supposed to 
look?” 

»isdonjteknow).nollike ae asmovie 
star! It’s heavy, hard work—it’s labor! I 
mean, how could you do that kind of work 
and look—”’ She broke off, an embarrassed 
flush moving across her face. 

“Have you ever worked out in the gym, 
Connie?” 

“Well, sure. Lots of times—to tone up 
when I’m flabby and have a weight prob- 
etree 

“That’s hard work too, isn’t it? But it 
shaped you up in a hurry, I’ll bet. So does 
almost any kind of physical labor. I’ve 
found working out in the fresh air and sun- 
shine is great for my body as well as being 
productive.” 

Carlotta liked the three of them immedi- 
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ately. They had none of the surly, bad man- 
ners that an unfortunate lack of poise so 
often gave teenagers. Bill and Walt were 
both husky eighteen-year-olds planning to 
enter River Bend College in the fall. Con- 
nie, whom Carlotta thought would be quite 
striking if she got her weight under control, 
was seventeen and would be a high-school 
senior. All claimed to have looked every- 
where in hopes of finding a summer job to 
earn money for school. 

After a brief discussion she was amazed 
to discover she could employ both boys for 
a little less than she’d had to pay Ed Parker. 

“And [ll about guarantee either one of 
them will do twice as much work as Ed on 
his best day,’ Shawn told her. 

Impulsively, after she had agreed to em- 
ploy Bill and Walt, she turned to Connie. 
“And how about you, Connie? Would you 
like to come to work with them and learn 
carpentry?” 

The girl’s face lit up. “Oh, wow! Would 
I! Do you really mean that? ’d even work 
Trecunee. 

“Oh, no, you won’t! You'll get the same 
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wages as the guys. But you’ll have to work 
for it. What do you think?” 
“Try me! Just give me a chance!” 


When Shawn drove Carlotta home, the 
rain had slacked off to a fine mist, and the 
sun was starting to break through the 
clouds. The sunlight, reflecting through the 
mist and the washed green world, left the 
landscape aglow with a lemon-lime radi- 
ance, as though some supernatural being 
had passed by and touched the world with 
magic. 

She watched dreamily the slow rhythm 
of the windshield wipers, heard the swish 
of traffic, and smelled the wet, leafy damp- 
ness of the summer evening with a height- 
ened awareness. It was almost as if there 
was something new and wonderful in these 
mundane sensations. 

“Shawn, I don’t begin to know how to 
thank you. Everything was so gloomy and 
miserable this morning—and then you 
came along and made it all right again.” 

“I know,” he teased lightly, reaching for 
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her hand and lifting it briefly toward his 
cheek. “You can let me see you again.” 

He turned into her driveway, got out, 
and walked her to the front door, standing 
close, looking down at her for a long, sol- 
emn second. “I’m going to be tied up on a 
job out of town for the next week,” he said, 
“but how about dinner when I get back?” 

They made a date for a week from Satur- 
day, and he turned quickly to go to his car 
and drive away. I can’t wait, Carlotta 
thought as she went inside. Jt’s only a week 
and a half, but I can’t wait! She pirouetted 
lightly across the hall and up the stairs to 
her bedroom and changed from her moth- 
er’s dress to jeans and shirt. There were 
chores that wouldn’t wait. 

The grass needed cutting, every single 
outdoor light on the place had managed to 
burn out at the same time, and there never 
had been time to change the storm windows 
to screens. First things first, she decided. 
Outdoor lights in the country were a neces- 
sity at night. 

She got light bulbs and a ladder and went 
first to the lamppost in the backyard. She 
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had removed the first globe and started to 
take out the bulb when, twisted the wrong 
way, the light blinked on. Strange. She re- 
placed the new bulb in the carton. No use 
wasting it. She removed the next globe and 
found that bulb was also only loose. 

Before replacing the globe, she removed 
the last and found that there, too, the prob- 
lem was only a loose bulb. Impossible. If 
she hadn’t tightened them when she put 
them in, they wouldn’t have worked at all, 
would they? And they had. For weeks they 
had been fine. 

Thoroughly puzzled, she put the steplad- 
der away and went to the front porch. That 
light hadn’t been working, either. Although 
she’d left it turned on last night, when she 
got up this morning she saw that it was out. 
Again, only a loosened bulb! She tightened 
the bulb, replaced the shade, and stepped 
back to look at the light in disbelief. One 
bulb might accidentally work loose, but 
four? Unable to come up with any logical 
answer, she shrugged and returned her 
stash of unused light bulbs to the utility 
closet. 
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It took a while to remove the storm win- 
dows and replace them with screens. It 
would be good to air out the place. Until 
now She had done only a few of the down- 
stairs windows. Her bedroom, at night, was 
becoming uncomfortably warm as the sea- 
son progressed, and she did those first. 

On her way downstairs to the kitchen, 
she stopped off briefly in the living room to 
switch on the news, hoping to get a weather 
report. Her newly hired employees were to 
come to work tomorrow if it didn’t rain. 
She was glad now Ed had deserted. With 
three willing workers, she should have the 
house up and sold in much less time than 
she had allowed herself. 

The weatherman promised a gorgeous 
day tomorrow, cooled by today’s rain, but 
dry and sunny. Cheered by that informa- 
tion, she decided to sit on the back porch 
and use the last of the light to write a note 
to David and Dawn, detailing her progress. 

Just as she settled down with the paper, 
the phone rang. Probably one of the kids 
calling to confirm work tomorrow. She 
went inside, picked up the receiver, and 
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sang out a cheerful “Hello.” No response. 
“Hello?” After a long pause during which 
she detected heavy breathing, the caller 
hung up. 

Angrily she thought of Sam Benson. Was 
he possibly childish enough to play that 
kind of game? No. Surely not. Just some 
weirdo dialing at random, no doubt. 

She returned to the back porch and fin- 
ished her note with the last of the evening 
light and reread it. She hadn’t realized she 
had been so carried away with mention of 
Shawn Landrew as she wrote it. But he had 
appeared almost like a fairy-tale prince just 
when everything was going wrong... . Still, 
Dawn, if not David, would read between 
the lines and know how obviously smitten 
she had been. And hadn’t she, in her loneli- 
ness and need, possibly attached too much 
importance to what was probably only 
friendly interest? 

Instead of putting the note into its enve- 
lope and sealing it, she put a paperweight 
on top and left it lying there. Maybe tomor- 
row she would rewrite it and say less about 
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Shawn. It would be awkward to make so 
much of him if nothing came of it later. 

In her bedroom, she picked up the dress 
she had worn, to return it to the closet with 
the other clothing that had belonged to her 
mother. Now that the screens were in place 
in that room, she decided to open the win- 
dows and air out the stuffiness that had set- 
tled over the winter. 

She stood for a minute, looking out over 
the back field and toward the woodland 
that lay beyond. Darkness had fallen, but 
the moon, which had risen in early evening, 
now rode high in the sky. The rain seemed 
to have cleansed even the heavens, and the 
moon was a shining disk, lighting with an 
eerie green-white glow the world that lay 
under it. 

Leaving the window open and the sheer 
curtain breeze-billowing into the room, she 
switched on the light and turned to the 
closet. She put the dress away, but then 
began to look at some of the other contents 
of the closet. She had never in her life felt 
so attractive as she had today. It wasn’t 
only Shawn’s compliments and the other 
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admiration she had gotten. A lot of it, she 
knew, had come because she had taken the 
pains to dress—really dress up in the way 
Mama always had. 

She glanced at the windows. The shades 
toward the Jefferses’ side were still pulled 
down. She had left one of the open windows 
up, but that only faced the fields of her own 
place, and out beyond, the unused wood- 
land of a neighboring farm. She slipped off 
her shirt and jeans and stood in her under- 
wear in front of the dresser mirror, stretch- 
ing, bending, touching her toes, and 
straightening up to turn and observe the 
near-perfect lines of her figure. 

After she had spent a long time taking 
clothes from the closet, trying them on, and 
posing in front of the mirror, something— 
she didn’t know what—a kind of apprehen- 
sion thrust at her. It was almost as if some 
inner sense told her somebody was watch- 
ing. Without making any rational decision 
to do so, she switched off the light and 
moved quickly to the open window. 

There at the edge of the lawn, out toward 
where the barnyard began, clearly outlined 
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in the moonlight, a man was standing. A 
shadow figure, misshapen by the night, ma- 
levolent, mysterious, still clearly a man. 
And his face was upturned toward her open 
window. 


Chapter Seven 


S am Benson had not come near her 
building site in a week, nor had there been 
any other suspicious incidents. With her 
trio of new helpers, work had gone rapidly 
and well. In fact, Carlotta thought as she 
stood back to admire the skeleton of her 
house, the entire week had been a lot of fun. 

These keenly intelligent young people 
had an easy, bantering rapport that made 
the day fly by and lifted her spirits. They 
had, strictly on their own, worked out an 
assembly-line precision of checks on all 
measurements before any piece of wood 
was cut. Of all the work they had done, 
each cut had been exact, the measurements 
perfect and with none of the waste of mate- 
rials Ed Parker had caused. Carlotta was 
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grateful for that especially. The amount of 
her loan had not allowed for much waste. 

Now that the studded walls were up, the 
inside partition studding in place, and the 
entire framework capped off, they were 
about ready for the ceiling joists. She 
looked at her watch. Four-thirty. Because 
this would require making many angle cuts, 
which had to be exact, and the framing for 
the roof was the most complicated chore of 
the entire project, Carlotta decided they 
might better leave early and get a start on 
that in the morning when everyone was 
mentally fresh. 

“‘What do you say we use this half hour 
to stack the lumber inside the frame?” Walt 
Davers asked. “Less temptation for sticky 
fingers.” 

Carlotta hesitated. No material had been 
missing since she had started the construc- 
tion. So far, she had not had more delivered 
at a time than could be used in a few days. 

“He’s right,”’ Bill told her. “Not that a 
thief couldn’t get it, anyway, but if it’s in- 
side, there’s less chance that one would 
try.” 
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“Okay,” she said. “Good idea.’ She 
started lifting the timbers, sliding them 
through the opening. 

Bill grinned at her. ““You take off. We can 
get this done ourselves.” 

“Yes,” Walt said. “We'll let you quit 
early. Time off for work well done.” 

“Listen to them,” Connie told her, 
laughing. ‘‘Self-appointed bosses!”’ 

That was another joy of working with 
these young people. If something needed 
doing, they did it without being asked. She 
watched Connie lift a long two-by-six tim- 
ber and slide it inside as deftly as the boys. 
She had worked cheerfully right along with 
them. Carlotta noticed that the girl’s weight 
problem was already beginning to diminish 
and that her buckwheat honey hair was 
showing the lighter streaks from the sun. 
She was glad for the impulse that had 
caused her to offer her work also. By time 
to return to school in the fall, Connie would 
no doubt be slimmed down to a real knock- 
out, as well as having learned something of 
a skill that would assure her future summer 
work. 
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“Thanks. I'll take you up on that,” Car- 
lotta said. “See you in the morning.”’ When 
she got into her station wagon to drive 
home, she realized how tired she was. 
They—all of them—had worked hard all 
during the week the kids had been with her. 
Nothing was going to feel better than a hot 
bath and early bed tonight. 

As soon as she pulled into her driveway 
and got out, she was aware of the nearby 
roar of a helicopter. She stepped around the 
side of the house in time to see it make a 
low swoop over her back field before it rose 
and passed over the woods beyond. She 
stood watching a few minutes before she 
went inside. It had been so low—almost as 
if someone were looking for something . . . 
or somebody. Far back in her mind, a 
twinge of unease prodded her. 

Too tired to bother to cook a proper 
meal, she went to the kitchen and made cof- 
fee, a grilled-cheese sandwich, and a salad 
and sat eating at the kitchen table while she 
went over the figures for her new-materials 
order. She had the necessary framing lum- 
ber on hand, but soon she would have to 
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order plywood sheathing for the walls, the 
exterior siding, roofing, and windows. 

Because buying this would represent a 
larger chunk of the money she had bor- 
rowed, she didn’t want to have any of it de- 
livered until they were ready to use it, and 
she hoped to use it quickly enough so that 
little would be left unattended overnight. 

As she was about to pour a second cup 
of coffee, she heard the copter again, the 
noise beating low and ominous against the 
stillness of the evening. She took her coffee 
and went out to the back porch in time to 
see it once again make a slow circle and 
swoop low over her property where it hov- 
ered momentarily before it disappeared out 
beyond the woods. 

Instinctively she looked toward the Jef- 
fers’s. The lilac hedge between the two back 
porches blocked the view, but she didn’t 
hear any voices over there, either. Also, 
their car hadn’t been in their drive when she 
came home. She made a mental note to go 
over later, before she went to bed, to see if 
they'd noticed anything earlier. The 
thought that this might be somebody look- 
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ing for someone again made her apprehen- 
Sive. 

She got into her bath and lay back, soak- 
ing away the ache of tired muscles. She 
pushed away the feeling that bordered on 
paranoia—the fleeting notion that the heli- 
copter might have some connection with 
the still-unexplained events of the previous 
week when she had been so surprised and 
terrified by the watcher in the night. 

Whoever the man outside her window 
had been, he had turned and fled when she 
instinctively screamed. She shuddered now, 
still seeing in her mind that malevolent 
shadow running, an eerie, evil blur on the 
moon-washed field. She had dressed, called 
the Jefferses, and had dashed over to their 
house to spend the remainder of the night. 

They had first considered calling the 
state police but had decided against it, 
knowing whoever it had been was long 
gone. Also, as Tom had reminded them, it 
was not all that unusual for someone going 
from one farm to another on foot to walk 
across another’s land as a shortcut. Not 
that that excused any man from standing 
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before an open window to watch a woman 
dressing—but that may have been all it was. 

They had agreed that the fact that the 
light bulbs were all loose at once was 
strange. Still, would anyone have gone to 
the trouble to do that—to risk for nothing 
coming into a yard and on a porch? It 
would have to be done after midnight when 
everyone was in bed. It made no sense any- 
one would take such a risk just to loosen 
bulbs in the outdoor lights, did it? And as 
for the phone call—well, everybody at one 
time or another got those—a ringing phone 
and no response on the other end. 

But there was, as she could see, nothing 
benign—no coincidence at all to explain her 
missing letter . . . the note she had been 
writing to David and Dawn. She had left 
it lying, weighted, on the table on the back 
porch, and the next morning when she re- 
turned from spending the night at the Jef- 
ferses, it was gone—envelope and all. And 
as far as she could determine, it was the 
only thing that had been missing! 

Well, she wasn’t going to think about it. 
No doubt it was only fatigue that made her 
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connect a low-flying helicopter with a series 
of other little incidents and read something 
sinister into them. She would concentrate 
on more positive things—such as the work 
that was going well, the fact that her ea- 
gerly awaited dinner date was only two 
days away now. Just when things were 
looking up, here she was, like a TV private 
eye, searching for clues where none existed. 
Dumb, she told herself. Stop it. 

But only a few hours later Carlotta re- 
gretted the false sense of security she had 
talked herself into. It was well after mid- 
night when she first heard the noise. A 
stealthy, scraping sound, at first so light it 
might almost have been only a mouse in the 
woodwork—still, it had been enough to 
pull her from sleep. She listened briefly be- 
fore going back to sleep. 

As She slept on, it then became a noise 
that got confused with dreaming—a light 
tapping, as someone driving nails into 
wood. She opened her eyes and sat up, 
thinking that was what it had been—a 
dream in which they had been working on 
the house and the only dream image that 
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remained was the auditory one of hammer- 
ing a nail. 

But the tap-tapping noise continued. 
And she was wide-awake. There was no 
possibility now of mistaking it for a mouse 
or a dream. As she listened, she realized it 
was directly under her window. She got up 
without turning on a light and attempted 
to peer down into the darkness. This was 
the side of the house away from the Jef- 
ferses, away from any lighted areas. A 
cloudy night, it was pitch-black down 
there, and while the noise continued, she 
could see nothing. 

She tiptoed out of the bedroom and 
crossed the hall to a bedroom that looked 
over the Jeffers place. No lights were on 
there—not inside the house—only the dim, 
yellow glow from the front-porch light. She 
looked at the lighted dial of the clock. Two 
o’clock! No, she wouldn’t call them. She 
simply couldn’t call and awaken them at 
this hour. Wasn’t there still a possibility 
that nothing sinister was there? An animal, 
maybe. Some nocturnal animal, smelling 
food, trying to get inside. . 
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Although instinct told her to go back to 
her own room and lock the door, instead 
she went downstairs without turning on 
any lights. After all, whatever it was, it was 
outside the house and couldn’t reach her as 
long as she stayed inside. She paused in the 
hall, listening. The noise was coming from 
the living-room window directly under her 
bedroom. 

As she came into the living room, she 
switched on the light just in time to see the 
adjustable screen she had used to prop up 
that window slide back, leaving an opening 
of several inches. Thrusting panic aside, she 
sped to the window, pulled out the screen, 
and locked the closed window. She could 
never be sure later whether the pounding 
in her ears was the sound of footsteps run- 
ning away in the night or whether it was 
the sound of her own heart pounding in 
fear. 

It was too dark to see outside the win- 
dow. The front-porch light—she knew she 
had turned it on before going to bed—that 
should throw some light over on this side 
of the house, shouldn’t it? But then she 
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remembered—it had been totally dark 
when she had come down the stairs into the 
hall. That meant the front-porch light was 
out! 

She hurried back to the kitchen and 
flipped the switch for the lamppost. Again, 
nothing! Only the back-porch light worked. 
A high, yellow bulb mounted in the ceiling, 
it deepened the lawn shadows rather than 
casting any light there, and she switched it 
off quickly. 

She stood for an interminable time at the 
kitchen window, peering out into the dark- 
ness. She had lived in the country long 
enough to know that raccoons are adept 
and notorious burglars, but could one have 
actually opened the screen in the manner 
she had seen it slide back? And what about 
the lights being out again? The longer she 
looked out at the night shadows, the more 
they played tricks on her mind, assuming 
shapes she knew weren’t there, moving like 
animated caricatures of fear, inhabitants of 
the darkness that only daylight would 
erase. 


She gave up trying to see through them 
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and went around to all the downstairs win- 
dows, closing and locking them. That 
living-room window was the only one she 
hadn’t found the screen for when she re- 
moved the storm windows, and she had 
used a makeshift sliding screen to prop it 
up. Whatever or whoever wanted to get in- 
side had gone to that window—and that 
fact indicated reasoning, didn’t it? Human, 
not raccoon. 


Chapter Eight 


A Ithough Carlotta had eventually gone 
back to bed, it wasn’t until the faint streaks 
of dawn began to push back the night that 
she fell asleep again. It was nine-thirty 
when she arrived at the worksite, and she 
found the kids were already there, had 
moved the lumber outside the framework, 
and had everything set up and ready to go 
to work. 

“Sorry,” she said. “I had a bad scare last 
night and didn’t get back to sleep until day- 
light and overslept.” 

“Scare? What was it?” Bill asked. ‘““Did 
you see anything?” 

‘No, not really. Well, I saw something 
slide the screen back on my window, but I 
don’t know what it was.” She told them 
about the other recent episodes. 
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“It’s all too much to be a coincidence, 
don’t you think?” Walt asked. 

“IT don’t know what to think. I do know 
there was a man there one night, looking 
up in the window, but as for last night, it 
could have been an animal, I guess. Fear is 
so exaggerated in the dark... .” 

“A two-legged animal, I’d say. And your 
lights not working twice. Why haven’t you 
called the state police?” Bill asked. 

She hesitated. ““You need something con- 
crete to go to the police, and I don’t really 
have anything. The man could have been 
somebody walking across the field to take 
a shortcut somewhere. I would never be 
able to identify him, anyway. Maybe there 
is something wrong with the lights .. . and 
I didn’t actually see anything last night.” 

“But the letter missing from your 
porch,” Connie said. “That doesn’t sound 
like anything an animal would take. I'd be 
scared to death to live out in the country 
by myself,” she added, shuddering. 

“That’s probably exactly what it is,” 
Carlotta told her. ‘I’ve never lived alone 
before—and now that I do, suddenly things 
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I might not have noticed before loom larger 
than life.” 

Bill shook his head. “I don’t know, but 
it sounds to me like somebody is deliber- 
ately trying to scare you—or else thinking 
to rob the place. I still say it ought to be 
reported to the police.” 

She looked instinctively over toward Sam 
Benson’s project. If Benson succeeded in 
frightening her, she would be more inclined 
to sell, wouldn’t she? She might even be in- 
clined to sell for any offer she had, no mat- 
ter how low. She made a firm resolution 
that it wasn’t going to happen. She intended 
to find out what was going on. She was not 
going to give up to anything and run away. 

“We got everything ready,” Walt said, 
“but we didn’t do any cutting yet. I know 
you want to put the ceiling joists on today, 
but we weren’t sure how to cut them.” 

“Tl show you.” She was glad to move 
her mind away from speculation as to who 
or what her night visitor had been and get 
on with the work. 

“The ends of the ceiling joists have to be 
cut to fit the roof framing,” she told them, 
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“so what you do is use the angle of the roof 
pitch as a guideline. Determine how high 
this will make the rafters above the cap; 
then on your ceiling joist measure the dis- 
tance the angle will have to rise for this 
pitch. Use your square, mark, and cut the 
end to the measurement.” 

The three of them crowded around to 
watch her demonstrate. She took a black 
marker and drew the letter ““P” on the fin- 
ished joist. ‘“That’s your pattern,”’ she told 
them. “‘Use this piece to cut the others, and 
we’re in business to start nailing them on.”’ 

“Man, this is interesting work!” Walt 
said. “Here I had been trying to get just any 
kind of dumb job to make school money, 
and I lucked into this. Sure am glad I was 
at your house when Carlotta came looking 
for a helper,” he said to Bill and Connie. 

Carlotta looked up and smiled at him. 
“I’m glad you were too, Walt. All of you 
have taken to this work like. . . well, born 
carpenters. I wouldn’t trade any one of you 
for a dozen of the man I did have working 
on this.” 

They had responded warmly to her 
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praise by putting forth an extra effort. As 
fast as Connie marked the joists and Car- 
lotta made the cuts, Bill and Walt had 
gotten them nailed into place. By lunchtime 
they were ready to start the final framing 
for the roof. She realized that at the rate 
they were working, by Monday they would 
be ready for the exterior finishing material. 
She would have to order that either this 
evening or early Saturday before the 
building-supply company closed. 

She hoped to persuade the supplier to 
make staggered deliveries so there would 
not be a lot of material left out overnight. 
The extra-long latticed windows had had to 
be custom-made. They were the one thing 
that would give the house its quality 
appearance—move it from the ordinary 
tract-type house Benson was building to 
one of style and charm. She had needed, 
however, to spend much more money than 
she would have liked for these extras. 


The work had followed true to her expec- 
tations. Long before five o’clock the last raf- 
ter had been fastened, the plywood sheath- 
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ing was in place, and they were ready for 
the shingles. The four of them, exhilarated 
by their accomplishment, threw down their 
tools, took sodas from the cooler, and went 
to sit in the shade under a tree and admire 
their first construction effort. 

“Looks great!’ Bill said. 

“And we did it!’ Connie added, eyes 
shining. “I can’t believe J helped to build 
a house. I can’t wait to show my friends!” 

“And by this time next week,” Carlotta 
told them, “it will look like a finished 
house. After that, we’ll be ready for the 
plumbers and electricians, and then we’ll 
have only the interior finish work to do.” 

“We could get some of it done now if we 
had the material,” Walt said, looking up at 
the sun that still rode high in the sky. “I 
could go get my dad’s truck and pick it up 
myself if you want me to.” 

“No. But thanks, anyway, Walt. [ll try 
to have them make the delivery first thing 
Monday morning. I don’t want to leave any 
of that material here over the weekend.”’ 

‘‘We sure came out even on what you did 


108 A Dream to Build On 


have,” Bill remarked. ‘Not a stick left! Not 
even an extra sheet of plywood.” 

“Thanks to you three. I’m so glad you 
were careful with the measurements. After 
all the pieces Ed Parker wasted the first 
week, I was afraid I'd have to order again 
just for the framing. Come on, let’s go now. 
You take the rest of the day off, and I'll go 
home and get on with the chores I’ve been 
leaving undone.” 

“Won’t you be afraid tonight?”’ Connie 
asked. “I mean, after all the weird things 
that have been happening?” 

A shadow crossed Carlotta’s face. They 
had been so busy, she hadn’t had time to 
speculate on the events of last night. Now 
apprehension thrust at her briefly before 
she pushed it away. 

“T still think you’d better call the police 
if anything strange happens,” Bill told her. 

“Maybe I will . . .” she said, turning to 
leave. ““There’s so much neglected work 
piled up at home, I’d better go now. I’ll see 
you Monday.”’ 

At home she made a sandwich and ate 
it hurriedly. She would have to clean the 
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kitchen. Incredible how much clutter could 
pile up, and only one person living there! 
She looked with disgust at the empty food 
containers on the counter, unwashed dishes 
in the sink, and the dust that had settled in 
a dingy film over the floor. 

Tired from the terrors of the night before 
and the hard labor of today, she longed to 
give in to her impulse to let it all go one 
more day. But she couldn’t really. Every- 
thing had been put off too long as it was. 
She glanced out the window. Ifyou went out 
there and watched, I'll bet you could see that 
grass grow, she thought morosely. She 
would be lucky just to get the front yard cut 
tonight. Oh, well, maybe a good strong cup 
Olacolees: 3. 


Half an hour later, her energy recharged, 
Carlotta decided to attack the kitchen first. 
She worked quickly, gathering everything 
that would burn and taking it out back to 
the incinerator. Cans, bottles, and other sol- 
ids went into a trash bag to await collection. 

By the time she had the kitchen clean and 
the floor mopped and waxed, the sun was 
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riding down close to the horizon and the 
long shadows of evening were pushing 
across the landscape. Soon night, with its 
terrors, real or imagined, would come. ... 

She hurried outside, got the mower out, 
and began a vigorous attack on the rapidly 
growing grass. Oh, no! She had just cut the 
first quick swath across the front lawn when 
she looked at her watch and remembered 
that the building-supply company was 
going to close shortly—and she hadn’t 
placed her order. She shut the mower off 
and went back inside. 

Using her materials list, she telephoned 
the order. “‘No, not until Monday,” she told 
the somewhat distracted-sounding clerk. “‘I 
don’t want anything left at the site on Sat- 
urday. How early can you have it there 
Monday? We need the material on hand as 
early as possible that morning. . . . Pay- 
ment? [ll bring a check in tomorrow morn- 
ing. That way you can leave the material 
at the site whether I’m there or not... .” 
He must be a new man, she thought as she 
hung up the phone. The other men she had 
been dealing with— 
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Her thought was arrested by the sound 
of her lawn mower starting up, and she 
glanced quickly out the window to see that 
Bill’s old Mercury was parked in her drive- 
way. She hurried outside in time to see Bill 
give the starting cord another yank and 
Walt start off across the grass behind the 
mower. 

Connie came running up to her. “Hi! 
Guess what? We—Walt, Bill, and I—are 
going to spend the night with you, and if 
anything comes, the guys are going after 
ie 

“What? You’re going to— Do your 
parents ... did you ask them?” 

“Oh, sure. It was Walt’s mom’s idea, 
anyway. She says it’s somebody coming 
here at night, and whoever it is, he’s up to 
no good. And my mom and dad thought it 
was a good idea too. They said we owed you 
that much for giving us a good job and 
teaching us work we'd never done 
before... that is, if you want us. Do you?” 
This last reflected the uncertainty she must 
have seen in Carlotta’s expression. 

“Oh, I’d Jove to have you stay,” Carlotta 
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said hastily. “I was just surprised. I think 
it’s great of you—all of you—to want to 
come and so nice of your parents to let 
you.” 

She was close enough in age to these 
young people that they had developed an 
easy friendship. They were fun to be with, 
and she was genuinely glad they had come. 
Bill came up to her. ““You don’t happen to 
have another lawn mower, do you? If 
there’s an extra, I'll do the backyard while 
Walt mows the front.” 

“Why, yes. Actually, my neighbors’. I 
can borrow theirs.’ She, Bill, and Connie 
crossed over to the Jefferses’. 

The younger pair warmed at once to the 
hospitality of Tom and Mary, accepting 
lemonade and cookies for themselves, and 
extras to take to Walt. 

Carlotta and Connie remained behind to 
help Mary, who had suggested that she 
would make a late-evening snack for every- 
body. “There are some cold potatoes and 
boiled eggs in the refrigerator,” she said. “If 
you girls want, you can use them to make 
potato salad. I'll quick-bake some pies out 
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of these cherries, and we’ll make sand- 
wiches later.” 

Connie got a bowl and chopped the eggs 
while Carlotta cut up the potatoes. They 
combined them in a larger bowl and added 
the other ingredients. ““Yum,” Connie said, 
tasting. ‘““Delicious—even if we did make it 
ourselves.” 

She went to stand at the table beside 
Mary and watch as she cut the shortening 
into the flour to make the pie crusts. ‘““My 
mom always buys hers ready-made,”’ she 
said, fascinated as she watched Mary’s 
hands make deft movements above the mix- 
ing bowl. “She says when she tries to make 
her own, the crust is always tough and ruins 
the pies.” 

“There’s a trick to it,” Mary told her. 
“The shortening has to be cold, and you 
have to use a pastry cutter to blend it into 
the flour without warming it up.” 

“When my mom tries it, she uses her 
hands to mix the shortening and flour to- 
gether.” 

“There’s a bit of chemistry to making a 
proper pie crust. If you use your hands to 
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mix, it warms the ingredients, and their re- 
action isn’t the same as if you had kept the 
mixture cold. Here. When your mix is 
about like this—no really big lumps left— 
you’re finished with the cutting. I always 
add a little vinegar to the water—it makes 
the crust more flaky, and you use only tiny, 
tiny amounts of the vinegar-water, just 
enough to make the dough barely moist. 
And then’—she paused, getting out a 
bread board and rolling pin from under the 
counter—“‘you roll it out quickly, making 
as few passes with the rolling pin as possi- 
blew 

“Oh, wait until I show my mom!” Connie 
said. “Is she ever going to be surprised!” 

Mary smiled at the girl’s bubbling enthu- 
siasm. ““Here. You can put the cherry filling 
into these three while I roll out the top 
crusts.” 

“Do you know what would be mighty 
good with those cherry pies?” Tom asked 
as he watched Mary put them into the oven. 

‘“What?” 

“Good homemade vanilla ice cream. Did 
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you ever make homemade ice cream, young 
lady?” 

*“No,”’ Connie said. “I never did.” 

“Then I’d say you have a treat in store.” 
Tom’s sharp eyes twinkled as he went to the 
cupboard and removed an old-fashioned 
ice-cream freezer. “‘I’ll just take this out on 
the back porch so it won’t make a mess in 
the kitchen.” | 

He returned shortly to collect the ingre- 
dients, taking a generous measure of cream 
from the refrigerator. When he had made 
another trip for ice and coarse salt, Connie, 
fascinated, followed him outside. 

“You just sit yourself down there and 
watch,” he said, “‘and when I get this all 
ready, I’ll let you help turn the handle. No 
electricity to this operation!” 


The boys had worked quickly, and when 
the first blue shadows of dusk descended, 
they brought the lawn mowers over and 
began cutting the grass in the Jefferses’ 
yard. 

“That’s going to be a big help to me,” 
Tom remarked. “It’s gotten so out of hand 
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over here because I haven’t felt up to cut- 
ting it often enough.” 

By the time the final darkness had come, 
the grass on both lawns was neatly mowed | 
and everyone had gathered on the Jefferses’ 
back porch. “I think we can set up the pic- 
nic table and eat out here,”’ Mary told them. 
“The pies are cooled now and the sand- 
wiches all ready.’ She shook out a table- 
cloth while Connie brought paper plates. 

“Did you say a late snack?” Walt asked 
as he watched the food being placed on the 
table. ““Looks more like a full-course meal. 
Wow! Makes me hungry just looking at it.” 

“Are you in for a treat,’ Connie told 
him, echoing Tom’s earlier words to her. “‘I 
helped Tom make a dessert you won’t be- 
level” 

Tom then came over to Bill and told him, 
“If you hope to flush out a prowler, it might 
be a good idea to move your car over here 
to our driveway after we eat. Anybody—if 
it is somebody—is not likely to meddle 
around Carlotta’s place in the night if 
there’s a strange car in the front.” 

“Yes,” Bill said, “I thought of that, but 
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I didn’t know where to put the car. I’ll 
bring it over here later.”’ 

“Are you thinking Benson may be be- 
hind this, Carlotta?” Mary asked. 

“T don’t know. I do know Sam wants my 
land—all of it. But whether he would go to 
such extremes as this. . . . It doesn’t seem 
anybody would try to scare anyone into giv- 
ing up a home, does it?” 

“The helicopter you saw sure wasn’t 
Benson,” Tom said. 

“No. That’s true. Of course, we don’t 
know that it was connected to the other epi- 
sodes. They may all be unrelated incidents 
and each have a perfectly logical explana- 
tion. Maybe they add up to nothing at all. 
I never lived by myself before, you know. 
Just being alone at night in a big old 
farmhouse... maybe I exaggerate things.” 

“You didn’t exaggerate the lights not 
working twice or the screen being re- 
moved,” Mary said. 

“Or your letter missing and a man look- 
ing in your window,” Connie said with a 
shudder. 


* * * 
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They were finished with the first of the 
meal and about ready to clear the table to 
bring on the dessert when they heard a car 
door slam out in the darkness over at Car- 
lotta’s place. The sudden sound startled 
them, and Connie jumped up to run behind 
Carlotta’s chair. “Oh!” she gasped. “It’s 
him eaeeitiss ee 

The boys had also jumped to their feet 
and had gone to peer over the shrubbery. 
“It’s a truck,” Walt said, “over in your 
driveway.” 

“Hey, it’s Shawn!” Bill said. He started 
around to the front yard. “Hey, Shawn! 
Over here.”’ 

“Shawn!” Carlotta’s excitement was evi- 
dent in her voice when Bill returned with 
Shawn. She was sure everyone there would 
hear her quickened heartbeat. 

“Oh!”? Connie gave a little shriek and a 
long-drawn-out breath when Shawn 
stepped up on the porch. “You terrified us! 
We thought you were the intruder.” 

“What intruder?” Shawn asked. AI- 
though he directed the question at Connie, 
his eyes appeared to focus only on Carlotta, 
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lighting up in a way that was as unmistak- 
able as her. own quickened pulse. Then he 
remembered his manners and greeted Tom 
and Mary. 

‘““You’re just in time to eat dessert with 
us,” Tom told him. ‘““Warm cherry pie and 
homemade vanilla ice cream. How does 
that sound?” 

“Better than anything else I’ve heard 
today!’ Shawn said, drawing up a chair 
while Connie hurried inside for another 
place setting. ““What is this, a party? I was 
just on my way home from the out-of-town 
job when I passed and saw your Mercury 
out there, Bill.” 

“Yeah, I guess it would be hard to miss, 
even in the night, with those stripes painted 
Ont 

“And I thought something might be 
wrong,” Shawn continued, turning to Car- 
lotta. 

‘There is,’ Connie told him. “We’re all 
‘staying over with Carlotta tonight so we 
can catch a burglar.” 

“Catch a burglar! What burglar? Car- 
lotta, has someone been—”’ 
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Connie told him about their suspicions 
while Carlotta and Mary served the pie and 
ice cream. 

‘“‘Sam Benson!” he said, anger showing in 
his eyes. 

“Do you really think so?” 

“T think he’s capable of it, certainly. He 
has a sneaky way of trying to cheat anybody 
he can. If Sam spent half as much time 
planning his own work as he does trying to 
take advantage of people, he’d be so rich he 
wouldn’t have to worry about ripping 
somebody else off to make a living.” 

“T don’t know,” Mary said. ““Not that I'd 
put much past him, but somehow I can’t 
see Sam Benson stalking around some- 
body’s house in the night. Doesn’t seem to 
me the kind of thing he’d do.” 

“If we keep making all this noise, there 
won't be anybody stalking around here to- 
night,’ Connie pointed out. 

“You have a point,’ Shawn said. “I do 
believe if I were a burglar, I’d think twice 
about breaking in on a crowd like this.” 

“He... it didn’t come until after mid- 
night last night,”’ Carlotta told Shawn. 
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“He still may be around somewhere ob- 
serving us,” Mary said. 

Carlotta shivered at this and Connie 
gasped. “Oh, do you really suppose some- 
body might be watching? It gives me the 
creeps to think he might be here . 
nearby .. . watching us this very minute!”’ 

“Where would he hide?” Walt asked. 

“Probably in the barn,” Bill said. “‘I was 
noticing that big old barn out there when 
I cut the grass in the backyard. It would be 
a perfect place for anyone prowling to duck 
into and get out of sight.” 

“Hey, yeah,” Walt said. “Perfect hiding 
place! I'll bet that’s what he does—hides in 
there and comes out at night.” 

Carlotta and Shawn exchanged amused 
glances at this fanciful thinking. Somehow 
the idea of Sam Benson—or anybody else— 
hiding in her barn struck her as being ludi- 
crous. 

“Well, it wouldn’t hurt to go out there 
and see if there’s any evidence that anyone 
has been,”’ Tom said. ‘“‘Are the lights work- 
ing out there, Carlotta?” 
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“T doubt it. It’s been ages since I’ve re- 
placed any light bulbs there.” 

“We'll take flashlights.” 

“Oh, I’d be scared to go out there in the 
night,” Connie said. ‘““What if he’s in there 
now?” 

“We'll put the fear of mob violence into 
him if he is,’”’ Bill told her. 

Carlotta laughed. The image of a lurking 
prowler being borne down upon by all of 
them was too much. “Tl tell you one 
thing,” she said, “you—all of you—have 
saved me from an uneasy night! I was really 
starting to dread the dark before you 
Caine 

Connie, growing bolder and fanciful 
about the possibilities of catching a thief, 
began to chatter about various means of de- 
taining him until the police came. By the 
time they had cleared away the remains of 
the dessert, they had all decided the best 
thing to do was search the grounds to see 
if there was any evidence to be found. Tom 
brought flashlights out. “I’d keep them 
turned off until you get to the barn,” he 
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said. “If there is anybody there, you don’t 
want to warn him you’re coming.” 

Carlotta looked swiftly at him. Listening 
to the younger ones, she had begun to view 
the episode as less serious than it had 
seemed. The fact that Tom saw the possibil- 
ity of someone actually being there was so- 
bering. 

They started out across the grass, moving 
in a Stealthy file, taking a few steps gingerly 
before pausing to listen. Shawn reached for 
Carlotta’s hand and held it as they ap- 
proached the dark cavern of the barn. 
“Scared?” he whispered to her once. 

“No,” she whispered back. “I mean, I 
don’t think there’s really anyone there.” 

She looked up at the building looming 
large and silent in the darkness. A barn 
seemed a lonely place at night when the 
farmer and all the animals were gone. “We 
used to play here, David and I, when we 
were children,” she told them, still whisper- 
ing. ““When we’d come to the farm from 
Chicago, it was always this old barn we 
rushed off to first. There were so many neat 
placesto hide: 2..." 
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“Oh, great!’ Connie whispered back. “If 
he’s in there and can hide, we won’t see 
him. What if he jumps out and grabs us?” 

“T wouldn’t worry about that,’ Shawn 
told her. ““There are too many of us to at- 
tack.” 

“It’s empty now, anyway,” Carlotta 
whispered. “It used to be full of hay and 
farm machinery and all kinds of things. It’s 
just a big empty building now. I... I 
Smell perees 

“Tobacco smoke!”’ Bill said, coming to a 
quick stop. ““Who’s smoking?” 

But none of them was. Before each sepa- 
rate denial, Carlotta realized none of them 
smoked. And the smell of cigarette smoke 
hung heavy in the air. They turned on the 
flashlights then, all at once, moving their 
beams quickly over the cavernous interior. 

“Ts anything out of place?” Walt asked. 

“Tt don’t know. I almost never come in 
here anymore.” 

They checked the stalls, the storage 
areas, and moved the beams of their lights 
up into the loft without any visible evidence 
of anyone. 
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“But somebody was here,” Bill said. 
“Had to be. We wouldn’t smell smoke if 
there hadn’t been.”’ 

“Maybe it was our imagination,” Car- 
lotta ventured. “Barns have an odd, distinct 
smell. A musty—” 

“But hardly like a cigarette,” Walt 
pointed out. 

‘““Maybe it was somebody who walked 
across the back field. Sometimes people out 
in the country do that—take a shortcut 
across each other’s property—”’ 

““What’s that?’’ Connie focused her flash- 
light on an overturned barrel. 

Carlotta broke off in astonishment and 
released her hand from Shawn’s grip. She 
snatched up the envelope and folded note- 
paper that were lying where Connie 
pointed. She recognized it even before she 
had it in her hands—the letter that had 
been missing from her back porch. 


Chapter Nine 


vf n spite of what seemed certain proof that 
someone had recently been hiding in the 
barn, the night passed without incident. 

“T guess we goofed,” Walt said glumly. 
“‘We should have been quieter and kept out 
of sight.” 

“No,” Carlotta said, “I think it’s good we 
didn’t. It let him—whoever—know I’m not 
always here alone.” 

“But what will you do when you are here 
alone?’ Connie asked. 

“T don’t know. I know I won’t be as in- 
clined to ignore what seem to be certain 
signs of a prowler. I’d call the police, proba- 
bly.” 

“A lot of good that'll do.” Bill shook his 
head. ““You heard what the state police said 
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last night when we went to them. They 
wouldn’t even come out!” 

‘‘T understand what they told us, though. 
Before they can take action, they have to 
see more evidence than what we had for 
them,”’ Carlotta reminded him. 

‘Sure,”’ Bill said. ““They have to catch the 
criminal in the act. I can just see it now. 
He’s out there breaking your door down, 
and you say, ‘Wait a minute, criminal. Stay 
right where you are while I call the police.’ 
Then the police come, and you say, ‘Now 
you can break my door down so the police 
can see you do it.’ Yikes!” 

Carlotta smiled at his chagrin. “What 
they were telling us was that if we knew 
who it was and filed a formal complaint 
against that person, they could take action. 
But we don’t. All we had was a moved let- 
ter, a whiff of cigarette smoke in the dark- 
ness, and some night noises. It just wasn’t 
enough evidence. But I’m sure if I were to 
call them right at the time I heard someone, 
they would come out.” 

“Do you want us to stay?” Connie asked. 

“No. I have errands to do. I have to go 
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out and pay for the building material so 
we’ll have something to work with Monday 
morning. Then tonight I have a.. . date 
with Shawn, so it will probably be late be- 
fore I’m home.” 

“But won’t you be terrified to come back 
here in the night? What if the prowler is 
hiding somewhere in the house and you 
come in and you’re all alone after Shawn 
leaves?” Connie’s eyes had grown large 
with fright at the prospect. 

“Tl sleep over at Tom and Mary’s to- 
night. Instead of even coming in here, [ll 
have Shawn take me to their house.” 

“T just loved those people,’ Connie said 
in a burst of enthusiasm. “They made me 
feel right at home . . . like they were my 
grandparents. I’m going to visit them 
again.” 

“They'd like that. ve always felt that 
way about them too. I’m lucky to have 
them. Imagine what this—whoever it is— 
might do if there were no close neighbors. 
I'd probably have to give up the farm and 
move away.” 

“And that’s what he wants,”’ Bill said. 
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“If it’s Benson, that is. Why didn’t we tell 
the police last night that we suspect him?” 

“It didn’t seem quite right,’ Carlotta 
said. ““We didn’t have anything to tie it to 
Benson, except that he wants to buy me out. 
With only that, we would have looked fool- 
ish and quite possibly also,” she added, 
“have blamed someone who hasn’t done 
anything.” 


After the others had gone, Carlotta 
dressed hurriedly, drove out to River Bend, 
paid for her building supplies, and did the 
shopping for the coming week. She had just 
returned and was putting the groceries 
away when she heard a long blast from a 
car horn at the front of her house. She hur- 
ried through the hall to find it was the mail- 
delivery car. 

“Registered letter,” the mailman told 
her. “You'll have to sign.” 

Back inside the house, she was surprised 
to discover it was a statement from the 
lending institution where she had obtained 
her building loan. Faintly puzzled as she 
read it over, she saw it was a statement of 
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the terms and a reminder of the impending 
due date. She realized how rapidly time was 
getting away. She had wasted too many 
days over Ed Parker in the beginning. Why 
had a loan such as this been made for such 
a short term? It certainly didn’t allow her 
much leeway. 

In fact, she saw, taking a better look at 
it now than at the time of obtaining the 
loan, she had signed an agreement that fa- 
vored the lending institution much more 
than it did her. The chances of hanging on 
to anything—even her very home—were 
dependent upon her finishing the house 
strictly on schedule, selling it, and getting 
the loan paid back in short order. 

Why had she signed such an agreement? 
Why hadn’t she held out for better terms 
for herself? But then, of course, this was the 
only institution that had agreed to make a 
loan to her in the first place. Still, looking 
back now, she realized that any place she 
had applied to would no doubt have put up 
the money had she offered it the farm as se- 
curity. It was just that this man, Grady 
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Summer, was the only one who had 
aSked.... 

Well, she wasn’t going to think about it. 
What was done was done, and she would 
just have to make absolutely certain that 
work stayed on schedule. And even if she 
had to sell the house for less than its fair- 
market value, she would do so, pay off the 
loan, and be a little wiser in the future. 

She finished putting the groceries away, 
tidied the kitchen, and carried a soda out 
to sit on the back porch. It was a cool, 
lovely day with a high deep-blue sky, al- 
most like autumn. A thunder and hailstorm 
to the north of them had sped cooling winds 
this way and left the air clean and clear, 
with low humidity. It was the kind of day 
to lift one’s spirits to pleasant things, and 
she was soon thinking about Shawn. 

Although she knew her experience with 
Bently Kaller should have caused her to 
have reservations about any man, she no 
longer had any at all about Shawn. She had 
needed to be a strong, nurturing person so 
much of her own life, and she instinctively 
saw this same trait in Shawn. Hadn’t his 
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concern for her last night been genuine? It 
was nice. A lovely feeling—to be on the re- 
ceiving end of someone else’s protective 
concern. 

It had been late when, after a lengthy dis- 
cussion, they had all gone to the police last 
night. Shawn, from there, had left to go 
home, but before he did, he had put his 
business card with his home telephone 
number into her hand with firm orders to 
call him at the least suspicious incident. “‘I 
can be there in fifteen minutes, any time of 
night or day,” he said. 

Carlotta felt a thrill of warmth that she 
was to see him in a few hours. She was al- 
ready mentally sorting through her moth- 
er’s clothes closet for some elegant thing 
that would show her off at her best. 


While Carlotta had expected the time 
until evening was going to drag on intermi- 
nably, the day had sped by. By six o’clock 
she had dressed and was waiting for the half 
hour to pass. “A real beauty—just as your 
mother was,” Mary told her when she had 
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run over to their place to pick up their 
house key. 

“T don’t know what time we’re getting 
back,” she said, “so I’d better plan on let- 
ting myself in instead of waking you.” 

The dress she had chosen was a froth of 
white cotton and eyelet. It showed her tan 
to perfect advantage and contrasted with 
her dark hair, which she had again swept 
up, leaving the little loose tendrils the way 
she used to see her mother do. She had soft- 
ened this sensual look by wearing, instead 
of the turquoise high heels she had first cho- 
sen, a pair of almost flat sandals made up 
of narrow straps of coral leather. “I’m so 
used to sneakers, I’ll have to learn all over 
again to wear heels,”’ she told Mary. 

Shawn’s look was unmistakable when he 
came to pick her up. He’s falling in love with 
me, she thought, and I with him. This 
knowledge was so intense that, without any 
hesitation, she had reached out to give him 
a quick hug and kiss him on the cheek. 

“‘Carlotta.”’ His response was a reverent 
whisper. “Carlotta... .” 

“Thank you so much for stopping last 
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night—and for taking me away tonight. 
I’ve been so afraid recently... .” 

“I’m going to find out who’s doing this 
and why,” he told her. “I promise you.” 

“Where are we going?” she asked after 
they had gotten into the car and he turned 
it not toward River Bend, but north, in the 
direction where her other property was. 

“Someplace interesting.” He looked 
down at her feet. “It means some walking. 
I’m glad you’re wearing low heels. There’s 
a neat place I want to show you, or maybe 
you’ve already been there—Piketown?”’ 

“No. Well, yes, we were... a long, long 
time ago. Mama, Daddy, David, and I went 
there one Sunday. It’s an old settlement, 
isn’t it? A kind of tourist attraction?” She 
knew Piketown was a long distance and was 
already thinking wistfully that it would 
make this evening last longer—just going 
there and coming back would take up a lot 
of time. 

“It’s one of the first settlements in this 
part of the country, but it hasn’t been until 
recently that the Heritage Commission has 
taken charge. If you saw it a long time ago, 


A Dream to Build On 135 


you wouldn’t recognize what they’ve done 
to it now.” 

When they had reached the construction 
site, she noticed that Sam Benson’s truck 
was parked at his place. “Looks like the old 
boy is working overtime,” Shawn observed. 

She glanced in the direction of Sam’s 
house briefly, then out toward her own. 
“Oh, no! Oh, Shawn! They’ve . . . brought 
the building material. Stop!’ 

Shawn pulled into the driveway, and they 
got out. It was all there—stacks of siding, 
plywood, windows, doors, lumber. Every- 
thing to finish building the house had been 
delivered. “How could they have done 
this?” she cried in dismay. ‘““They’ve not 
only made the delivery today, which I spe- 
cifically asked they not do, but the whole 
load is here! I wanted only part of it at a 
time. Shawn, if it’s stolen, what will I do?” 

“You have insurance, don’t you?” 

“Liability only. I was trying to keep costs 
toa minimum... no theft insurance at all.” 

“Tt’s doubtful anyone would bother it 
here—right beside the main highway and 
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near those occupied houses over there at 
Benson’s.”’ 

“IT knew I should have asked to speak to 
some of the men I’d talked to before. That 
new clerk—he never did seem to be paying 
the least attention to anything I told him.” 

“Have you paid for it?” 

“Yes. I went out this morning and paid 
the whole amount and told him again how 
I wanted to stagger the deliveries. How 
could he have gotten it so confused?” 

“Do you have a night number— 
anywhere you could call management and 
explain their man made a mistake and you 
want them either to assume responsibility 
or pick it up and deliver on the dates you 
asked?” 

She shook her head. “‘No, I don’t have 
any idea where to locate a single one of 
them.” I’m overreacting, she thought, spoil- 
ing what should be a lovely evening worrying 
about nothing. Shawn is right. Who would 
risk stealing a whole house—and in so public 
a place? 

But she looked back in dismay as they 
left. The major part of her loan was lying 
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there in those stacks of lumber and building 
components. And if someone did steal 
it. . . . Well, it would be the end of 
everything—career, home, all of it. 

However, she was soon able to put it be- 
hind her. The evening was too perfect to 
waste on worry. Shawn stopped at an inn 
about midway to Piketown, and they had 
dinner. The atmosphere was one of ele- 
gance, with attentive waiters, subtle music, 
and superb food. 

“What are you thinking?” Shawn asked, 
watching her observe the surroundings 
with rapt interest. ““You have such a serious 
expression, as if you’d just discovered some 
secret.” 

“Maybe I have,” she said, smiling at him. 
“T was thinking this is the kind of place my 
mother would have loved, and thinking I’d 
never realized it before, but I have a little 
of her craving for luxury too. I just never 
knew it before or didn’t experience enough 
OMitio realize was" 

‘‘What was your mother like—all of you, 
your growing up?” 

As they ate, she told him. She found her- 
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self explaining her life to Shawn with a per- 
spective she had never verbalized before. It 
was as if in knowing this man, her world 
had altered. Something had heightened her 
senses. Sunsets would be forever brighter, 
a touch softer, scents more fragrant, and 
music more ethereal. 

“It was something I sensed about you all 
along,” he told her when she had finished 
explaining her somewhat schizoid life, 
“that you’re a unique combination of glam- 
our and grit. You have a competence and 
strength and, right along with it, a kind of 
little-girl vulnerability. A rare quality. A 
rare person.” 

She smiled shyly, a bit self-conscious. 
“Now that I’ve talked you to death about 
us, tell me about you. Have you always 
lived in River Bend?” 

“Not all my life. My dad was in the mili- 
tary, and we traveled around a lot my early 
years. Then he retired and they settled here. 
River Bend was my mom’s home.” 

“And they still live here?’ 

“No, it got too tame for them after a 
while—didn’t have the variety they were 
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used to. They moved to Miami the year I 
finished high school.”’ 

‘“‘And you stayed behind?”’’ 

“Yes. Unlike them, I wasn’t crazy about 
all that travel. It had only made me want 
a place with roots, and by then River Bend 
was roots. So I stayed on, went to college, 
have an apartment, a camper to take on 
out-of-town jobs, and the start of a good 
business.” 


When they arrived in Piketown, the sun 
had set and soft streetlights, like giant fire- 
flies, were winking on all over town. 
“‘There’s a concert tonight outdoors in the 
park,” he told her. “I thought you might 
like to go to that first, and afterward Ill 
show you the old restored section.” 

“The whole town looks like a Colonial 
village.” 

“It does date way back—almost as far 
back in time as the Revolution. The earliest 
settlers soon discovered there were rich clay 
beds in the area, and brick making became 
one of the early industries. The first people 
to settle permanently here—the more afflu- 
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ent, at least—built their homes of brick, ar- 
chitecturally much like the Colonial homes 
that had been built in the cities back East.” 

The historical theme, she saw, was being 
carried out everywhere. Where seating had 
been set up in the park by the bandstand, 
men and women in early eighteenth- 
century costumes served as ushers or at- 
tended concessions. 

Later, when they had driven to the origi- 
nal part of town, where the first homes had 
been built, she was amazed to find, instead 
of the ruins she remembered, elegant 
houses lining the narrow brick and cobbled 
streets. 

“It became a status thing a few years 
ago,’ Shawn told her, “for people with 
money to buy one of these houses in what- 
ever state of deterioration and restore it. 
What had been almost uninhabitable—a 
slum, really—has now become the elite 
neighborhood. Some of these places have 
had small fortunes sunk into them.” 

‘And show it too! Look at the beautiful 
brick and stonework.” 
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“Pm glad you like it. I served my appren- 
ticeship working here.”’ 

“Shawn! Really? You helped to restore 
these?”’ 

“Paid my way through school working 
here,” he said proudly. “The contractor 
who handled most of the reconstruction 
hired me on the last summer I was in high 
school, and I stayed with him until I gradu- 
ated from college. I was fortunate to work 
for him .. . learned my trade from a real 
master.” 

“I find myself looking at these—or al- 
most any house recently—in terms of 
whether I could build one like it.” 

“T guess all of us do that—all of us in 
construction.” 

““Have you ever built a house?” 

“The whole thing? From the ground up? 
No. I could, but having learned masonry, 
I found it more profitable to start in busi- 
ness subcontracting only that part.” 

‘““How so?” 

“You don’t have to invest such a large 
chunk of money, and the profits come 
faster. In the beginning I wouldn’t have had 
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the cash to lay out and wait until the build- 
ing was completed and sold. I guess you’re 
more of a gambler than I am,” he added, 
“and, being so, you’ll be rich first, while I’m 
still subbing from the builder.” 

“T was a gambler because I didn’t have 
any other choice. I had the land, which 
didn’t seem to be worth much undeveloped, 
and I had no job and no prospects. The 
thing that bothers me now 1s that the stakes 
are too high.” 

““How do you mean?” 

“Shawn, I borrowed every cent that has 
gone into this project, and to get the money, 
I had to put up everything I have for 
security—the vacant plot of land and the 
farm. Suppose I don’t sell the house?” 

“Tm sure you will. I’ve seen your plans. 
If Benson can sell those boxes as fast as he 
puts them up, yours will surely sell.” 

“But the thing is, when I took out the 
loan, I didn’t demand as much time until 
due date as I should have. What if it comes 
due and the house isn’t finished, or it’s fin- 
ished but I haven’t found a buyer?”’ 
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“You didn’t allow adequate time for 
building?” 

‘Just to build, yes, but barely if there are 
any delays.” 

“T should have thought the bank would 
have advised you there. Where did you bor- 
row?” 

“Central Mortgage and Finance.’ 

He looked at her swiftly. ‘Central? 
Ouch!” 

“Shawn! What do you mean? Do you 
know something about Central I don’t?” 
The alarm bell that had been sounding 
faintly all day in her mind gave a sudden 
loud clang. 

He reached out and took her hand, hold- 
ing it as they walked. “Nothing specific. 
They’re more a_ private lending 
institution—actually, Central is a group of 
local investors. They handle a lot of individ- 
ual mortgages, but most people in construc- 
tion don’t like to deal with them. Come on 
in here,” he said, steering her toward a 
doorway, “and I’ll buy you a great dessert 
while you tell me about your contract.” 

Inside the Sweet Shoppe, at a tiny table 
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in the Victorian room, they sat on chairs 
that looked as fragile as old lace. “Well, ?m 
sure Central won’t do anything illegal,” 
Shawn told her when she had finished ex- 
plaining to him the details of her project’s 
financing. “Like most sharp businessmen, 
they slant things in their favor, but Pve 
never heard anything to the effect that 
they’re dishonest.” 


It was well after midnight when they re- 
turned home. Carlotta hurried into the Jef- 
ferses’ house and to bed without looking in 
on her own place. She felt optimistic, both 
from the lovely evening and because when 
she and Shawn came past her construction 
site on the way home, all the material to fin- 
ish the house was lying there just as it had 
been when they passed earlier. Early Mon- 
day morning she and her crew would get 
to work, and they would complete the 
house ahead of schedule, even if it meant 
that she worked nights on it. She would sell 
it immediately, and if in order to do so she 
had to cut the price below its value, she 
would do that too. Next time she would be 
less naive in her financial dealings. 


Chapter Ten 


B ut Carlotta was not up early Monday 
morning. A slant of sunlight streaming 
across her face awakened her, and she 
jumped out of bed and snatched up the 
alarm clock. It was off. She must have 
turned it off in her sleep when it sounded 
earlier. She and Shawn had had dinner in 
River Bend the previous night and then had 
returned to sit in the darkness on the Jef- 
ferses’ back porch, waiting to determine if 
they might hear any evidence of a prowler. 

There had been none at all. The only 
night sounds they had heard were the swish 
of traffic on the highway in front of the 
house and the calling of an ow! back in the 
woods. It had been late when she finally de- 
cided to go home and to bed. 
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“Don’t you think you’d better sleep here 
again?” Mary asked. 

But Carlotta had told her, “‘T’ll have to 
begin staying alone again sometime. There 
hasn’t been a sign of anyone for the past two 
nights.” Still, she had found that once in 
her dark bedroom, she had listened appre- 
hensively for noises instead of going to 
sleep. 

Now, on the very morning she had 
vowed to get an early start, she had over- 
slept again! 

Downstairs, she was in the midst of mak- 
ing a quick breakfast when Bill Thorn- 
backer appeared at her back door. 

“Oh, hi, Bill. Pl bet you thought I wasn’t 
going to show.” She glanced at the clock. 
“JUSU Sive me-a Minute. oo 

“No rush. What I came for was, I 
thought you might want to call the lumber- 
yard and get them on the ball about deliv- 
ery. Weren’t they supposed to have the ply- 
wood and the siding out there first thing 
this morning?” 

She stared at him stupidly, glass of or- 
ange juice lifted halfway to her mouth. “It 
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is there,” she told him. “They delivered it 
Saturday.” 

“They told you that?’ 

“No, I saw it. I—we drove by there Sat- 
urday evening, and everything to finish the 
house was lying—” An odd, tingling chill 
moved down her spine. “‘Bill, have you been 
out there?” 

“Been there? We’ve all been there over 
an hour waiting. There’s nothing there, 
Carlotta. Not a stick of lumber. Nothing.” 
He looked at her in alarm. Her face had 
gone deadly white as she sank into a chair. 

“You must be mistaken. It was there. 
Everything. The whole works to finish the 
house. I saw it. Bill... .” 

“Then somebody stole it!’ He headed for 
the telephone. “The sooner we report it, the 
better.” 

She watched in mute disbelief as he di- 
aled. Why hadn’t she taken some precau- 
tion after she found it had been delivered 
on the weekend? Why had there been such 
a mix-up in delivery date and amounts? 
Why hadn’t she checked on it yesterday? 
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She had gambled everything, and now it 
was all gone... . 


Sam Benson was bristling. “Listen here,”’ 
he said to the state policeman who stood 
with notepad and pen, scribbling. “I’m 
tired of this woman accusing me of stealing 
every time she misses a stick of wood!’ He 
glared at Carlotta. 

“Take it easy,” the officer said. ““Nobody 
accused you of anything.” 

“Amounts to the same thing. Over here 
looking around through my supplies! What 
kind of fool do you take me for? A man who 
was of a mind to steal lumber wouldn’t take 
it next door and use it, would he?” 

“All we’re asking you for is some infor- 
mation. Were you out here Saturday when 
the delivery was made over to Ms. Kinner- 
ly’s site?” 

“No, I wasn’t.” 

“But you were here in the evening after 
the delivery, weren’t you?” 

“What difference does that make? It’s my 
land. Whose business is it if I come Satur- 
day and work here?” 
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“Did you see any building supplies 
stacked over there?”’ 

“No. Well, yes. I believe I did.”’ 

‘“‘What time was that?” 

“T don’t know. You think I look over 
there and see a pile of lumber and check my 
watch to see what time I saw it?’ 

“It was here before seven o’clock Satur- 
day evening,”’ Carlotta said. “I...we.. 
stopped and checked it over. Benson’s truck 
was over here at his place then.”’ 

“So what?’’ Benson turned on Carlotta 
in self-righteous fury. “Just because I was 
here don’t mean I left with anything that 
belonged to you!’ He turned to the police- 
man. ‘She accused me as soon as she 
started working out here,” he said. 

“Oh, yes?” The state policeman looked 
up from his pad, eyes alert. “Why was 
that?” 

“Things do turn up missing here some- 
times,” Benson said. “I’ve lost small things 
myself—but she tried to claim I stole her 
foundation stakes and line just because she 
saw me working out here the day somebody 
took ’em.”’ 


150 A Dream to Build On 


‘How many houses in this development 
are occupied?” 

' Lhreess 

“I'd like to talk to the occupants. They 
may have heard or seen something.” 

“Not likely,’ Benson said. ‘““The houses 
that anybody lives in are the ones way down 
there on the far end. It would take a truck 
and two or three men just to load it with 
anything as heavy as that. Anybody who 
would do that would make sure nobody was 
up and around. I’d say that’s a job that 
would be pulled around three o’clock in the 
morning or just before daylight.” 

And just as Sam predicted, not one of the 
occupants had seen or heard a thing. 

‘Where do we go from here?”’ Bill asked 
when the officer had driven away. “‘The 
chances of catching whoever did it are 
pretty slim, ’d say. My guess is somebody 
from some distance away passed and saw 
it lying there, came back in the night and 
took it . . . unless it was Benson and he’s 
got it well-hidden somewhere. Do you still 
think it was Sam?” 

“T don’t have a clue at this point,” Car- 
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lotta said. ““You’re probably right, though. 
It was probably taken by somebody we 
don’t know . . . somebody long gone, and 
we'll never know who.” 

“Are you going to reorder right away? 
Do you want us to wait here or go on 
home?” 

“No. You go ahead home. I don’t know 
how soon I can get another delivery.” Jf 
ever, She added to herself. 

The only thing left for her to do now was 
go back to Central Mortgage and Finance, 
explain what had happened, and ask for 
more money. After all, the collateral was 
worth much more than the amount she had 
borrowed. While this meant her profits 
would be less, surely they would be only too 
glad to increase her loan... . 


But Central hadn’t cooperated. By eve- 
ning she was sitting in the Jefferses’ kitchen, 
battling tears as she told Tom and Mary of 
her loss. 

“And you say this Grady Summer 
threatened to call your loan immediately?” 
Tom asked. “I wouldn’t think he could do 
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that. Doesn’t he have to give you the full 
term?” 

‘“‘A clause in the contract. I didn’t even 
pay attention to the legal language when I 
signed it, but it’s there. There’s a statement 
to the effect that if at any time Central feels 
its investment isn’t being protected—that 
the purpose for which the loan was made 
is not being fulfilled according to contract 
or schedule—it can declare the loan due in 
full and take steps either to collect or fore- 
close.” 

“That didn’t give you much protection. 
With a clause like that, well, it sounds to 
me like on a whim—for any reason they 
wanted to invent—they could demand pay- 
ment in full.” 

“Shawn implied they’re a group of sharp- 
ies, local investors that most of the building 
trade steer away from. I didn’t know when 
I signed the loan. It looked great then—I’d 
just gone through that period of thinking 
nobody was going to lend me a cent.” 

“Hindsight won’t help now,” Tom said. 
‘“How about the supplier? Seems to me they 
ought to assume some of the responsibility. 
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After all, they made the delivery when you 
specifically asked them not to bring it be- 
fore Monday morning.” 

“They won’t,” Carlotta said. “I already 
spoke to them. It’s my word against their 
new guy. He said I asked that everything 
be brought to the site on that Saturday so 
it would be ready for Monday morning. 
And I did go out Saturday and pay in 
full... and there’s nothing in writing speci- 
fying when the delivery was to be made.”’ 

““Won’t they at least let you charge what 
you need until the job is done? Did you 
ask?” 

“IT asked. They said no. Cash only. 
Tom... Mary... I’m going to lose the 
house. I don’t have a job or even anyplace 
to go except to move in with David and 
Dawn and look for work. I had such high 
hopes there for a while. It looked like every- 
thing was going along so well, and now it’s 
AL Gone as! 

“Carlotta?” She jumped up and rushed 
to the door to find Shawn peering in 
through the screen. 

“‘What’s going on?” he asked as Tom and 
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Mary motioned him inside. “Bill Thorn- 
backer just drove out to my place and told 
me—”’ 

He was interrupted by Carlotta’s burst- 
ing into tears. All the misery she had been 
fighting back overwhelmed her at the sight 
of Shawn, and she fled to the bathroom to 
sob out her misery in private, leaving Tom 
and Mary to talk to Shawn. 

The theft had not only meant ending her 
career before it developed and giving up her 
grandparents’ legacy, but it meant losing 
Shawn too. She would have to move away. 
There was no place left for her to live except 
with Dawn and David in Chicago, and she 
would never see Shawn again. Briefly she 
wondered whether if the thief had known 
how much he was taking away from her in 
stealing her building materials, he might 
have left them alone. Probably not. People 
who were capable of stealing couldn’t really 
care how much misery they were causing 
for others, could they? 

She leaned against the bathroom sink, 
feeling momentarily that she was going to 
be sick. When the nausea passed, she 
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washed her face. It was getting late. She 
might as well call David now, ask for a 
place to live for a while, and tell him what 
she had caused through her high hopes and 
bad judgment—the loss of their childhood 
home. 

When she was ready to face the others, 
Carlotta returned to the kitchen to find that 
Tom and Mary were alone. Shawn hadn’t 
bothered to wait for her! 

“Are you feeling better, Carlotta 
honey?” Mary inquired. 

She nodded, glancing around the room. 
Or maybe Shawn hadn’t gone. Maybe he 
had gone over to her place to wait.... 

“You weren’t gone that long,” Tom told 
her, “but this place sure has been busy 
while you were!’ Something in the twinkle 
in his eyes and the smile that creased his 
face brought a surge of hope to replace the 
misery of minutes before. 

‘‘What do you mean, busy? Who else was 
here)? 

“Those nice young people who work for 
you came,”’ Mary told her. ‘““They came to 
let you know you don’t have to pay them 
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now, if it will throw you short of cash to 
replace your stolen lumber . . . that you can 
pay them after the house is sold.” 

‘How very kind of them!’ Carlotta said, 
glancing out the door. “‘Are they still here? 
There isn’t money to buy more material, 
anyway, but I must thank them for offer- 
ing.” 

‘“‘No. Shawn sent them out to your build- 
ing site to wait,” Tom said. 

‘‘What? Out where we are—were build- 
ing the house? Whatever for? Where is 
Shawn?” 

“He had to hurry. He told us to tell you 
he’ll be back here by seven o’clock and that 
you're to be dressed and ready.” 

“Ready? Ready for what?’ Carlotta 
asked, completely mystified. It was after 
five o’clock now, and he’d sent the kids out 
to the unfinished house, where there was no 
material, and he was coming for her at 
seven? 

“TI don’t know,” Tom said, “‘but if I were 
you, I’d be inclined to trust that young 
man.” 

* * * 
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Carlotta had barely finished dressing 
when Shawn’s car pulled into her driveway. 
She hurried out to meet him, and as soon 
as he had gotten out of the car she saw that 
he had gone home to change from his work 
clothes. He looked inordinately handsome 
in his suit and tie. She was glad that at the 
last minute she had decided to invest her 
time in another of her mother’s glamorous 
outfits. He came across the lawn to meet 
her, and she was surprised to be enveloped 
in a warm hug. She responded by putting 
her own arms around his neck and drop- 
ping her head briefly to his shoulder. 
“Thank you for coming,” she whispered. 

Once they were on the highway headed 
toward River Bend, she began to assail him 
with questions. ““Where are we going? Why 
did you send the kids out to wait at the 
building site?” 

He laughed and reached for her hand. 
“The kids are working late today.” 

‘“There’s no more work to do. Shawn, 
everything I had was taken. Didn’t Bill tell 
you?” 

“Yes, he did. And you’d already told me 
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what a loss like that would mean to you, 
so that’s why I thought the sooner we got 
a new shipment delivered and started work 
on it, the better.” 

“Shawn!” Her voice came out in a high 
shriek. ““You didn’t buy—” 

“T did. Identical to what you lost. The 
only thing missing is the windows. They, as 
you know, have to be special ordered, and 
they did agree to put a rush on them. Every- 
thing else you need is there. I waited until 
the delivery truck left, then sent the kids on 
out to make sure it goes where it belongs 
and stays when it gets there.” 

Her head reeled. She hadn’t thought of 
asking Shawn for help. Wouldn’t have 
asked him. “But I don’t have money to pay 
you back. I can’t let you—”’ 

“Hush. It’s already done, so you can’t 
stop me. We'll talk about that after your 
house is sold and you have the profits in 
hand. Right now you and I have an ap- 
pointment with Grady Summer.” 

“Grady Summer. Oh, no! Oh, Shawn, it’s 
too late for the building material, anyway. 
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He told me today he was starting foreclo- 
sure proceedings at once. He—”’ 

“Yes, that’s what Tom and Mary told 
me. That’s why I couldn’t wait for you to 
come back. I knew I had to move fast... . 
I found out a thing or two today that makes 
me highly suspicious of Grady Summer and 
his motives.” 

“What is it?” 

“Tl tell you later. Right now will you 
promise to go along with anything I say in 
this meeting? I believe I can make Grady 
Summer think twice about the haste he’s 
acting in where you’re concerned.” 

“Of course. Puzzled as I am, anything 
you Say is fine with me.” 

“Good! You let me talk, and you agree 
when, and if, necessary.” 


An after-hours security man unlocked 
the door at Central Mortgage and Finance 
and directed them to Grady Summer’s of- 
fice. Summer, a burly man, was seated be- 
hind his desk. He rose as they entered, hand 
outstretched to greet Shawn. Then, looking 
beyond him, he saw Carlotta. His face 
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changed quickly from its affable counte- 
nance to an alert, on-guard expression. 

“What is this?” he asked, dropping 
Shawn’s hand as quickly as he took it. “I 
understood on the telephone that you’re a 
contractor ... that you wanted to see me 
about financing.” 

‘“‘That’s correct,” Shawn said easily, de- 
liberately ignoring Summer’s loss of poise. 
He extended his business card across the 
desk. Summer took it, stared at ita moment 
as if he expected it to yield up some perti- 
nent information. When he had appeared 
to recover, he looked up at Carlotta with 
frank suspicion. 

“But, Ms. Kennerly, I don’t under- 
stand—do you have something to do with 
this proposed construction?” 

“Ms. Kennerly is my fiancée.” Shawn 
turned to her briefly, reminding her with 
his expression that she had agreed to go 
along with anything he said. “Actually, it 
is her construction loan I wanted to see you 
about.” 

“IT see.” Summer made an effort to keep 
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a bland expression on his face, but Carlotta 
saw clearly the flare of anger in his eyes. 

“It’s my understanding you have chosen 
to declare her loan due two months before 
the due date called for in the contract. Nat- 
urally, I presumed she had misunder- 
stood.” 

“Well... yes. No. There’s nothing I can 
do about that. Her loan was declared in de- 
fault, and the foreclosure papers have al- 
ready been filed.” 

“How is it in default, Mr. Summer, with 
two months yet to run before any money 
is due to be paid?” 

“The two months would have been avail- 
able to her only if her work met schedules.”’ 

““How has she not done that?” 

“Not so much schedule default,” he said, 
“as a failure to protect our capital. We have 
a protective clause in our contract with Ms. 
Kennerly to the effect that if we find our fi- 
nance capital is being misused, we can de- 
clare the full principal due immediately and 
take the necessary steps to collect.” 

“Your capital misused?” 

“Yes. Surely Ms. Kennerly has told you 
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that the major part of her construction ma- 
terial—the money for which she borrowed 
from us—has been stolen. Now, you're a 
businessman yourself, Mr. Landrew. ’m 
sure you see our position. By Ms. Kenner- 
ly’s own admission, not only is the major 
part of her investment gone, but she also 
had taken out no insurance to cover this 
loss. There’s nothing we can do at this point 
other than to take steps to recover our own 
loss.” 

“T see. Then that was your only think- 
ing—to recover because you felt Ms. Ken- 
nerly would no longer be able to continue 
the project?” 

“Exactly.” 

“Then you were mistaken. All the build- 
ing material is now at the site, and there are 
three people working overtime. . . .” 

Grady Summer looked swiftly at Car- 
lotta. “That's not possible. You 
couldn’t—”’ 

“What you were going to say is you 
didn’t give her time to reorder, did you, Mr. 
Summer? Now that your, uh, capital is pro- 
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tected, I’m sure you’ll want to change your 
mind about early attempts to foreclose.” 

“T will not!’ As if catching himself in 
having made too sharp a response, Summer 
added, “It’s out of my hands, I mean. The 
papers have already been filed.” 

“Then I’m sure you'll want to withdraw 
them and explain that a mistake was made, 
won’t you?” 

“TI don’t know as I can do that now. 
There’s the board of directors. It wasn’t a 
decision made only by me. The foreclosure 
has met all legal requirements. There’s 
nothing you can do now.” Grady Summer 
had risen to dismiss them. 

“We can go to the newspapers,” Shawn 
said, still seated. Then, as if deliberately 
changing the subject, he added, “I’ve been 
meeting today with the developers of River- 
view Shopping Mall.” 

At this, Carlotta was surprised to see 
Summer sit—or almost fall—into his chair 
again. 

“The Riverview Shopping Mall? What 
do you know about that? It hasn’t even been 
announced yet.”’ 
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“Except to the people—contractors, 
such as I, who may eventually be involved 
in the building of the mall. As I told you, 
Mr. Summer, lm in masonry 
construction. . . .” He waited, staring the 
other man down, his eyes never wavering 
even when Summer attempted to look 
away. 

Finally, as if gathering a courage he 
didn’t have, Summer stood up again and 
pounded his fist on the desk. ““Now, see 
here, I don’t like this! The board acted as 
soon as they found our protective clause 
was violated.” 

“Because they expected it to be—were, 
in fact, waiting, Mr. Summer?” Shawn 
asked softly. 

““That’s a lie! You have no right to come 
in here and imply that—”’ 

“‘Now, Mr. Summer, you and I both 
know the actual value of my fiancée’s prop- 
erty, don’t we? You knew before you made 
the loan, didn’t you? You found that out 
when Foster Mall Development first ap- 
proached you about finding a site. The truth 
is, that was when you became interested in 
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making a loan to Ms. Kennerly, wasn’t it? 
But it had to be on her farm—and you had 
a ‘protective clause’ inserted that would al- 
most guarantee foreclosure, didn’t you? If 
it hadn’t been stolen lumber, it would have 
been something else, wouldn’t it? I’ve al- 
ready spoken to my attorney. You wouldn’t 
want this to get into the newspapers, now, 
would you?” 


Chapter Eleven 


ahd) tebe is cherry cheesecake, lemon 
meringue pie, or peach ice cream,” the 
waitress said as she removed the plates 
from the main course. 

“Lemon meringue pie, please,’’ Carlotta 
said. 

“Make that two, and two black coffees,” 
Shawn told her. 

Carlotta sat back in the chair and looked 
dazedly around the restaurant and then 
back to Shawn. She was still almost unable 
to believe the evening had brought a com- 
plete reversal of what had, hours earlier, 
seemed the end of everything for her. 

“T still can’t believe it, Shawn. Grady 
Summer . . . Central Mortgage. A respect- 
able businessman, a trustworthy institu- 
tion, I’'d thought.” 
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“Listen, don’t ever make too many as- 
sumptions about the honesty of a man just 
because of the position he holds in business. 
As my grandmother used to say, ‘You may 
find a bad apple in any barrel.’ ”’ 

“And you found out things about him 
just by asking around the construction 
trade?” 

“Yes. Fortunately I’ve been in the busi- 
ness long enough to know all the local guys. 
After what you told me Saturday about the 
‘early right of foreclosure’ clause in your 
contract, I got to thinking I’d heard more 
than once about hasty foreclosures on 
homes this outfit had financed, and I began 
asking questions.” 

“And that’s when you found out about 
the new shopping mall?” 

“No. I’'d known a mall was coming to 
River Bend, but I’d thought it was closer 
into the city .. . hadn’t connected it with 
your property at all. It wasn’t until I spoke 
to Harrison Foster this morning that I 
found out they intended to locate it out this 
way—and that he was already negotiating 
with Central on a property.” 
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She shuddered. ‘““My property. Grady 
Summer was going to take my home away 
from me... and you say it was he in the 
helicopter, flying over the place?” 

‘Apparently it was. Foster told me Sum- 
mer had taken him up to show him around 
the area. That’s when Summer told him 
your estate was coming on the market 
through Central.’”’ He shook his head as if 
in disbelief. “It’s bad enough for business- 
men to cheat one another, but to take ad- 
vantage of you when you'd already lost so 
much, to try to take away your home— I 
don’t know. I think anything the law does 
to a man like that will be too little.” 

“But I don’t really have a cause of action 
against him—Central—now, do I? I mean, 
he agreed before we left to withdraw the 
foreclosure.” 

“Under duress,” Shawn said, grinning at 
the memory. “Did you see his face? He 
looked like a kid you’d just stolen your lolli- 
pop back from. I half expected him to burst 
into tears when he saw what he thought was 
money in his pocket being snatched away 
from him!’’ 
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“I suppose my farm has become quite 
valuable now that a mall developer wants 
ter 

“That’s an understatement. You 
wouldn’t believe what Harrison Foster was 
going to pay Grady Summer for that prop- 
erty. That’s why Summer got reckless, was 
willing to go to any extreme, even stealing, 
to get you in a legal position where you 
would lose the farm and he would own it. 
I think he believed in the beginning, be- 
cause you had no building experience, you 
would soon give up the project, and when 
you didn’t, he had to make sure the mate- 
rial for you to complete it disappeared.” 

“Shawn! You don’t think? You do. You 
think Grady Summer stole the material for 
my house?”’ 

“T don’t think he personally went out 
there and loaded the lumber on a truck. No. 
But I do think he had it done. I thought it 
strongly enough that I have the state police 
checking it out now. I found out through 
the grapevine that there’s a pair of flunkies 
who work for Summer. I’d be willing to bet 
that when the police pay a visit to their 
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place—they have an old warehouse outside 
of town—my guess is that’s where they'll 
find your lumber.” 

“And all that prowling at night, do you 
think that’s related to this too?” 

“T’d guess so. Again, it’s not something 
Summer would do, but he could have it 
done. Now, in his thinking, if you were 
afraid to live there anymore, well, it would 
make you less likely to fight to keep the 
place, wouldn’t it? He, no doubt, underesti- 
mated your strength, thought that just 
might make you decide to throw in the 
towel on everything—building, land, and 
all. Thought you’d just give up, move to the 
city, and find a job.” 

‘And I was all set to blame it on Sam 
Benson. I thought he was trying to scare me 
off because he wanted my land. I guess I 
owe Benson an apology.” 

“You don’t owe Benson a thing! He 
would have cheated you just as fast as Sum- 
mer. Only difference is, Summer had ma- 
neuvered you into a legal situation where 
he thought he could get away with it, 
whereas Sam had nothing.” 
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“And that’s why Sam was trying so per- 
sistently to buy me out? Because he knew 
about the mall too?’ 

“T’d about bet my business on it.” 

“But why my place? What made my land 
of so much interest? Why not somebody 
else’s?”’ 

“Td guess a number of things. One, your 
back acres are all level land. No trees, and 
it would require less preparation. Then 
there was the fact that Summer—and Sam 
Benson as well—saw you as an easy mark. 
Young, recently alone, no experience out in 
the business world. You had the land in a 
good location, and you didn’t know how 
valuable it had become, so Summer, at 
least—maybe Benson, too, as soon as they 
heard about the mall coming in—made 
overtures to the developer about your 
land.” 

“And if it hadn’t been for you, Shawn, 
it would be gone now. I don’t begin to know 
what I can do to thank you.” 

‘You don’t have to do anything. When 
a man is caught in something dishonest— 
Well, this is the kind of thing that affects 


172 A Dream to Build On 


all of us. As long as people like that operate, 
all of us lose—especially the vulnerable 
who have bought and financed homes 
through Central only to lose them.” 

“T feel so foolish—that I was so easily 
taken. I guess I wanted to start a career, to 
build a house so badly, I would have signed 
anything.” 

“Hey, there’s no reason for you to feel 
foolish. Anybody who hadn’t heard any- 
thing negative might have been taken in. 
Did you see his face when I told him you 
were my fiancée?” Shawn laughed. ““He had 
to know we had his number then—he al- 
ready knows he’s suspect with the building 
trade—and here he is, all set to take advan- 
tage of you, and you appear with what he 
sees as the enemy—anybody in local 
construction. . . . Thanks for not contra- 
dicting me.” 

Contradicting you? If only it were fact, 
not fiction, she thought sadly. 

“Well, what do you say we go out and 
see how the kids are doing?” she said. 


* * * 
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“Look at that, will you?” Shawn pointed 
toward the building. “Those kids haven’t 
wasted any time! All I asked them to do was 
stay out here and make sure nothing hap- 
pened to the new shipment.” 

“Why, it’s— I don’t believe it! It’s—” 

“To the stage where it looks like a 
house,”’ Shawn finished for her as he pulled 
into the driveway. 

The skeleton of studding and framing 
timbers had been walled in with plywood 
Sheathing. The sound of hammering 
stopped abruptly as they arrived, and the 
three young people rushed out to the car to 
meet them. 

“The state cops have been here looking 
for you,” Walt said. 

“And guess what?” Connie was fairly 
hopping up and down with excitement. 
“They found—” 

“Hey, here they are now’ —Bill gestured 
behind the car—‘“‘pulling in right in back 
of you.” 

“Well, Landrew, looks like your hunch 
was right,” the policeman said, coming up 
to the car. ‘““We found everything right 


174 A Dream to Build On 


where you told us—out there in that old 
warehouse on Western Pike. And we 
picked up the men who own the place.” 

“They admitted stealing it?” 

“Not at first. Claimed it was part of a 
building they were putting up. Said every 
stick of it had been bought and paid for by 
them. What pinpointed it,” he said, turning 
to Carlotta, ““was your windows. Since they 
were designed by you and custom-made, 
your supplier readily identified them. Then 
they changed their tune. Considerably. Im- 
plicated the president of Central Mortgage 
and Finance. Claimed he had hired them 
to come out here and pick up the material. 
They didn’t know a thing about stealing— 
they were just following the boss’s orders.” 

“Where is it now?” 

“Impounded for evidence. You’ll be get- 
ting it back eventually.” 

“Oh, think of that,’’ Connie said. ‘““Now 
you'll have a good start on your second 
house! Oh, I hope we get to help with it 
too!” 

‘IT don’t know of anybody I’d rather have 
than you three,” Carlotta told her, going 
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over to examine the work that had been 
done in her absence. “It’s beautiful .. . all 
so neat and perfectly cut. Even after school 
starts, you'll have weekends. .. .” 

“Now that the place has walls and is 
under roof,” Shawn said, “you may want 
to put the plumbers and electricians to 
work immediately. It won’t take much time 
now to do the exterior, and then you’ll be 
all set to do the inside finish work.”’ 

“T'll do that first thing in the morning. 
Shawn!” She paused, a new uneasiness 
thrusting at her. ““What if somebody comes 
and steals this too?” 

“We already thought of that, didn’t we, 
guys?” he said, tossing keys to Bill. “Do 
you two men want to go to my place and 
pick up the camper?” 

“Camper?” Carlotta echoed. 

‘Sure. Remember I told you I have a 
camper I take on out-of-town jobs? I’m on 
a local one now and don’t need the camper. 
They—the guys—had already agreed to 
stay in it here as long as there’s anything 
valuable lying loose.” 

‘“‘And my mom said I can stay too!”’ Con- 
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nie said. ‘May I, Shawn? Please? It will be 
just like a camping trip.” 

Shawn laughed. “I don’t see why I 
should object if your mom doesn’t.” 

“Carlotta, will you stay with us too?” 
Connie asked. ‘‘Wait until you see Shawn’s 
camper! Is it ever neat! It has a kitchen, 
sofas that make beds, beds that make 
TaDleSsaas 

“Yeah,” Bill told her. ““Now that your 
house is under roof, Walt and I can put our 
mattresses on the floor in the house, and 
you and Connie can sleep in the camper. 
We can get the house done a lot faster be- 
cause we'll be here all the time and can 
work early and late.” 

“Great idea,’ Carlotta told them. “I’d 
like to stay for more reasons than one! I was 
already dreading going home to bed to- 
night. Even with the crime solved, I know 
I’m going to be afraid at night for a long 
time to come.” 

“Tm going with the guys to your place. 
Okay, Shawn? And help bring the camper 
back?” 


A Dream to Build On 177 


“Sure thing, Connie. You can have ev- 
erything set up in it.” 

He and Carlotta both watched as she 
skipped off to join the boys in Walt’s car. 
“Such enthusiasm!’ Shawn commented. 
“Don’t those kids beat Ed Parker any day 
of the week?” 

“Shawn, I have you to thank for that too. 
Do you have any idea how much of a disas- 
ter everything would be for me right this 
minute if you hadn’t come to my rescue? 
I owe everything to you, and there doesn’t 
seem to be a thing I can do in return.” 

“Oh, I’d say there is one thing,’’ Shawn 
said lightly. 

They had both gone inside the unfinished 
building, listening to the solid echo of their 
footsteps as they walked through the frame- 
work of walls where rooms would soon be. 
Shawn took her hand and drew her to the 
opening toward the back that looked down 
over the river, flowing shimmering and far 
below them. 

“You name it, and if it can be done, I'll 
do it.” 

“What do you think about a merger?”’ 
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“Merger?” She turned to him in surprise. 
“You mean... like Landrew-Kennerly 
Construction?” 

“Well, that, too, if you want,” he said. 
“Tt wasn’t what I had in mind at this min- 
ute, however.” 

“Then what?” 

“T was thinking of a more personal kind 
of merger—marriage.”’ He looked down at 
her gravely. The late glow of sunlight 
slanted across the far treetops. A flock of 
birds winged down over the river, dipping 
and soaring, calling softly in the evening 
light. Carlotta closed her eyes, as if to im- 
print forever in her mind this lovely mo- 
ment. 

“You don’t have to say yes if you don’t 
want to. ’m willing to wait out all the time 
you need. But [ll tell you one thing— 
you’re the only woman I’ll ever ask.” 

“Shawn ... Shawn. I don’t need any 
time. Yes. Absolutely yes.” 

“Just think,” he said, “years and years 
from now, our grandchildren may come up 
and ask about this time. ‘When did you and 
Grandma decide to get married?’ they’ll 


A Dream to Build On 179 


say, and I’ll tell them, ‘Well, there was this 
house your grandmother was 
building... .’”’ 

“And we’ll bring them out and show 
them this house.” 

“Tf it’s still here.” 

“Tt will be. Shawn, there’s more to build- 
ing a house than wood and work. I love this 
house. It seems more like a dream than a 
reality. And I want the people who buy it 
to love it, too, and to be happy in it... . 
Shawn,” she sobbed, “make me stop bab- 
bling. I’m going to cry . . . because I’m so 
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Chapter Twelve 


dE es Dawn! I can’t believe this 
check!” Carlotta was just back from the set- 
tlement meeting that transferred ownership 
of her first house to the buyers. She looked 
in dazed amazement at the check in her 
hand. “It’s much more than I had expected 
to get for the first one—much more.” 

“Did you sell it through a real estate 
agency?” Dawn asked, glancing up as she 
tossed salad greens. 

“No. What happened was a lot of poten- 
tial buyers Benson had out looking at his 
finished house saw mine and wanted to buy 
it—some of them even before I had it com- 
pleted.” 

“Small wonder,” her brother com- 
mented. ““When you compare yours with 
Benson’s. . . . Well, there isn’t any compari- 
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son. That’s a real classy house you put up. 
I sure am proud of you!” 

**And you say you had several buyers for 
it?” Dawn asked. 

“Yes. That’s why I got more money than 
I expected. I hadn’t really set a price on the 
house when buyers began to look, and some 
of the people who wanted it were bidding 
against one another to buy it. I even have 
the second house sold already and haven’t 
started construction!’ 

“That’s wonderful!’ David gave her a 
hug. ““Now aren’t you glad you didn’t find 
a job last spring? You’ve made more money 
already than both of us would make in a 
year!” 

“T’ll pay off the Central loan first thing, 
pay for all the building material. From the 
stolen material that was recovered, [ll al- 
ready have most of what I need for the next 
construction. Then I’m going to start on 
those debts Mama and Daddy left. You and 
Dawn won’t have to worry about that any- 
more.” 

‘‘What a difference a day makes! Or, in 
this case, a few weeks,’’ David said. ‘“‘Re- 
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member our last trip home—back in the 
spring when everything looked so bleak? 
Here you are now, first house finished, sold, 
wedding coming up, and all set to be a busi- 
ness tycoon!” 

“Honey, do you think this is enough 
salad?’? Dawn asked her husband, transfer- 
ring the makings from the wire basket to 
a big bowl. 

“Tt looks like it would feed an army. How 
many will there be?” 

“Well, let’s see. .. . There’s Tom, Mary, 
Carlotta, her three workers, you, 
Shawn... .” 

“Don’t forget yourself. That makes 
about nine. I'd say it will be about right. 
Want me to set up the table outside?” 

“Good idea,” Dawn said. “Tom and 
Mary called to say they’re about ready to 
bring over some of the food.”’ 

‘“There’s Shawn and the kids now,” Car- 
lotta said, “‘just pulling into the driveway.” 
She ran out to greet them and bring them 
around back. ““We’ve decided to make it a 
picnic,” she told them. ‘““How does that 
sound?” 
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“Great,” the kids all said enthusiasti- 
cally. 

“Something else we can tell our grand- 
children,”’ she said, teasing Shawn. ‘“‘We ate 
our prewedding supper in the backyard.”’ 

“My! You look pretty, Connie,’ Mary 
said as she and Tom crossed into Carlotta’s 
backyard. Walt and Bill went immediately 
to take the cake and casserole they were 
bringing. “I haven’t seen you for a while, 
and you’ve slimmed down.” 

“First time my weight has ever been ex- 
actly right,’ Connie said proudly. 

“See what hard work and fresh air will 
do for a girl?’ Carlotta said, smiling at her. 
“Aren’t you the gal who used to think fe- 
male carpenters were supposed to look like 
female gorillas, or some such?” 

Connie blushed. “But you looked so 
glamorous that first time I saw you—when 
you and Shawn came. I just couldn’t believe 
you were a carpenter. And now I am too!” 
she said happily. “Just wait till fall! I can’t 
wait to go back to school and tell all the 
kids how I spent my summer—helped build 
a house, helped catch crooks, lived in a 
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camper for weeks, and then, tomorrow, I 
get to be a bridesmaid in your wedding! 
They won’t believe me. Nobody will!” 

“So what did you two tell Foster Mall 
Development?” Carlotta asked, turning to 
Tom and Mary when they were all seated 
around the picnic table. 

“Same thing you did,”’ Tom said, smiling 
at her. “Thank you, but no.” 

“Tt was a big decision for us,” Mary said. 
“The money they would have paid for our 
place would have let us live out our days 
in luxury.” 

“But somewhere else,” Tom said. 

“Yes. We thought about it, and then we 
decided no. We don’t have much, but we 
have what we need, and we’re happy, and 
we've lived all our lives here.”’ 

“That’s the way I felt,” Carlotta said, 
“and David agreed. This has been our 
home, more or less, all our lives, and we 
want our children—his and Dawn’s, 
Shawn’s and mine—to have it as a home 
where they can come too.” 

“Where will they locate the mall?” 

‘““Way over back there where the trees 
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are,” Shawn said. “It will be convenient for 
us, but not too close, either.”’ 

“Well,’’ Tom said, “‘it will be nice to have 
shopping nearby. While we won’t make any 
money on the deal, it will still be a little like 
having our cake and eating it too. There’s 
a lot in the world more important than 
money.” 

Carlotta reached for Shawn’s hand. 
There surely is, she thought. Happiness. She 
closed her eyes, knowing that if she didn’t, 
her own happiness was going to spill over. 
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ONE PERFECT SPRINGTIME 
: Constance Walker 
Jennifer Lowell learned long ago that 
you can’t rely on luck to get what you 
want out of life. She has methodically 
planned her future, and now that her 
career as a photojournalist is finally 
taking off, she’s not about to let ro- 
_ mance interfere with her goal to one 
day cover front-page news for a city 
newspaper. 

When her editor sends her to the 
local high school to cover a routine 
story, Jennifer never imagines that 
she’ll meet someone like Jason King. 
The vice principal is handsome, easygo- 
ing, and fun—just the kind of guy she’d 


_ like to settle down with—someday. 


They hit it off right from the start, and 
though Jason seems to have other ideas, 
Jennie insists she’s interested only in | 
being friends. Not until she writes an 
explosive article that gets her launched 
on the road to success does Jennie real- 
ize how much Jason has come to mean 
to her. But the article drives a sharp 
“ wedge between them, and now Jason 


seems to be having second thoughts. . . . 
we 
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